A Critical Evaluation of the Development of a Strategic Target in a School Development Plan: Actions, Impact, and Evidence-Based Reflections
Introduction
This assignment critically evaluates a specific action point from my placement school's Development Plan (SDP). This analysis will explore the rationale for its inclusion in the plan, the strategies implemented by the school to achieve the target, and a critical assessment of the school's approach. Strengths, weaknesses, and potential areas for improvement will be identified to provide a comprehensive evaluation of the effectiveness of this developmental target.

Furthermore, the target I have chosen to critically evaluate for this assignment is the schools ‘renewal of their green flag award’. The renewal of the Green Flag Award is important for a primary school as it signifies a continued commitment to environmental sustainability, education, and community engagement and provides valuable learning experiences for pupils. The renewal of the Green Flag Award aligns with key Welsh Government priorities on sustainability, education, and well-being. It supports the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022), the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2015), and national environmental initiatives, ensuring that schools prepare pupils to become responsible global citizens. Schools that achieve the award not only enhance their sustainability credentials but also contribute to national education and inspection standards.

During my ten-week professional teaching placement, I was assigned to a small, one-form entry village school that serves as a central part of the local community. The school, a Church in Wales institution, has an enrolment of approximately 230 pupils. Notably, it received a highly positive Estyn Inspection Report in December 2022, highlighting its strengths and achievements. The findings of the report reflect the school's commitment to high standards and its positive impact on both pupils and the wider community.
Literature Review  

The purpose of a School Development Plan (SDP) is to provide a strategic framework for continuous improvement, ensuring that schools set clear objectives, implements targeted actions, and evaluates progress to enhance student outcomes and overall school effectiveness across Wales (Welsh Assembly Government, 2014). It serves as a roadmap for addressing key priorities such as the quality of teaching, student achievement and staff development. According to (Harris et al. 2013), an effective SDP is essential for fostering a culture of reflection and evidence-based decision-making, allowing schools to respond to challenges proactively and align their goals with national educational policies and standards.
The Welsh Government’s framework (School improvement guidance: framework for evaluation, improvement and accountability Draft guidance, 2021) emphasises a self-improving education system, where schools take ownership of their development through structured planning. A well-implemented SDP ensures continuous progress, aligns with Welsh national policies, and ultimately enhances pupil outcomes.

There tends to be about four stages of a school planning their school development plan in which these are self-evaluation, strategic planning, making improvement / action and reviewing the impact (Welsh Government, 2014). 
Firstly, self-evaluation serves as a critical process through which schools systematically reflect on their performance, using the insights gained to inform sustainable improvement planning. This ongoing cycle of evaluation and development is fundamental to driving progress in school improvement, professional learning, and learner outcomes. As an annual process, self-evaluation enables schools to assess their effectiveness, identify areas of strength, and pinpoint aspects requiring enhancement. By engaging in this reflective practice, schools can develop targeted action plans to address identified areas for improvement, ensuring continuous advancement in teaching quality and student achievement (Welsh Government, 2014). The Welsh Government emphasises that a thorough self-evaluation is fundamental to the new arrangements, supporting schools in undertaking evidence-based evaluations to determine improvements throughout the school (School improvement guidance: framework for evaluation, improvement, and accountability Draft guidance, 2021). 
Strategic planning is essential in school development plans as it provides a structured, long-term vision for school improvement, ensuring that resources, policies, and initiatives align with key educational priorities. It enables schools to set clear objectives, monitor progress, and make data-driven decisions to enhance teaching, learning, and overall student outcomes (Davies & Ellison, 2021). Furthermore, strategic planning fosters accountability and collaboration among stakeholders, ensuring that all members of the school community are working towards shared goals (Welsh Government, 2020). By adopting a strategic approach, schools can proactively address challenges, adapt to changing educational policies, and create sustainable improvements that benefit both staff and learners.
For school development planning to be most effective, it should engage all relevant stakeholders, including staff, pupils, parents, and governing bodies. This collaborative approach is essential in fostering a shared commitment to the school’s improvement agenda, ensuring that all perspectives are considered and that proposed strategies align with the collective vision for progress (Welsh Government, 2020; Harris & Jones, 2018). 

The next stage of school development planning is to ensure all of the planning and strategies are put into practice that are outlined in the SDP. During the development and revision of the School Development Plan (SDP), school staff will have been actively consulted to ensure their insights and expertise inform the planning process. Consequently, they will have a clear understanding of their roles and responsibilities in implementing the necessary actions to drive school improvement effectively. This collaborative approach fosters a sense of shared accountability and commitment among staff, ensuring the successful execution of targeted strategies for progress (www.gov.wales, 2014). Involving school staff in the development and revision of the School Development Plan (SDP) is crucial as it fosters a sense of ownership, accountability, and collective responsibility for school improvement (Harris & Jones, 2017). When educators actively help and contribute to the planning process, they are more likely to be committed to implementing the identified strategies effectively, leading to sustained progress. 

School Development Plans (SDPs) should be regarded as dynamic, evolving documents that are continuously monitored throughout the development cycle and undergo formal review and revision at least once per year. In accordance with Regulation 6 (www.gov.wales, 2014), the governing body is required to oversee, evaluate, and update the SDP on an annual basis or immediately following an Estyn inspection, whichever occurs first. This process ensures that school improvement planning, and strategic initiatives remain aligned with the school's current context and evolving needs.

Challenges associated with the renewal of the Green Flag Award as a School Improvement Plan (SIP) target can arise from various factors, including resource limitations, staff engagement, and pupil participation. One significant challenge is sustaining long-term commitment and enthusiasm among staff and students, as environmental initiatives require continuous effort beyond the initial implementation phase (Rickinson et al., 2019). Without ongoing motivation, eco-friendly practices may decline, making it difficult to meet the award's renewal criteria. To overcome these challenges, schools need strategic planning, strong leadership, and collaboration to integrate sustainability into everyday school life while ensuring long-term success (Henderson & Tilbury, 2004).

To successfully achieve and maintain the Green Flag Award, schools can use a variety of evidence-based strategies, including incorporating sustainability into subjects such as science, geography, and PSHE which can help guarantee environmental consciousness in all learners due to being embedded in everyday education. When environmental education is fully integrated, pupils develop eco-conscious behaviours and sustainability-related critical thinking abilities, according to (Tilbury & Wortman, 2008).
Regular assessment of the school’s environmental impact ensures continuous improvement. (Estyn, 2023) highlights the importance of self-evaluation in School Development Planning (SDP), which allows schools to track progress towards Green Flag renewal and refine strategies based on evidence. Schools can use student surveys, audits of recycling initiatives, and feedback from staff and eco-committees to inform their action plans.

Although SIPs are designed to create sustainable improvements, there is limited longitudinal research assessing their long-term effects on student outcomes and school performance (Harris & Jones, 2017). Many studies focus on short-term gains rather than examining how SIPs contribute to sustained progress over several years. This represents a gap in the literature, as School Development Plans (SDPs) play a crucial role in shaping school improvement strategies, yet there is limited research examining their long-term impact on educational outcomes. Further investigation is needed to assess the sustained effectiveness of SDPs and their influence on school performance over time.
Studies indicate that School Improvement Plans (SIPs) are often implemented inconsistently across schools due to variations in leadership, school culture, and resource availability (Chapman, 2019). However, there is a notable gap in the literature regarding how context-specific factors—such as socio-economic background, school size, and governance structure—impact the effectiveness of SIPs. Additionally, the challenge of assessing the true consistency of SIP implementation remains underexplored, as the diversity of school contexts makes it difficult to establish universally applicable findings. Further research is needed to understand the extent to which these contextual variables influence the success of school improvement initiatives.
Developing an Action Point 
The school's approach to addressing their School Development Plan (SDP) target of renewing their Green Flag Award was well-structured and close to being achieved during my placement. A range of strategies were implemented, including several initiatives within the Year 4 class, in which I was actively involved. The renewal of the Green Flag Award aligns with the school's broader objectives, as they continually strive to enhance their ethos and uphold their Christian values, particularly the principle of environmental stewardship. Additionally, the initiative serves the wider community by promoting sustainability and ecological awareness. The school prioritised this target, as they had previously held the Green Flag status, but it had lapsed. Consequently, there was a concerted effort from both the school community and the eco-committee to regain accreditation. This focus was particularly beneficial as it fostered pupil engagement, providing learners with opportunities to contribute meaningfully to the implementation of sustainability initiatives and take an active role in achieving the school's environmental goals.
To achieve the renewal of the Green Flag Award, the school implemented several key initiatives aimed at enhancing pupils’ environmental awareness and promoting sustainability. One significant approach was collaborating with external organisations to deliver educational sessions on deforestation and other ecological issues, enriching students’ understanding through expert-led discussions. Research highlights the importance of external partnerships in fostering environmental literacy and encouraging pro-environmental behaviours among young learners (Tilbury & Wortman, 2008). Additionally, the school established an eco-shop, enabling pupils to raise funds to support sustainability initiatives. The revenue generated was allocated to resources such as a fruit and vegetable patch and the integration of Forest School educators, both of which contribute to hands-on, experiential learning. Studies suggest that outdoor learning environments and practical engagement with sustainability efforts enhance student motivation and deepen their connection to environmental responsibility (Waite, 2017). By embedding these strategies within the school’s ethos, the initiative not only supported the Green Flag accreditation but also cultivated long-term eco-conscious attitudes among learners.

Furthermore, some strengths of the school's approach to renewing the Green Flag Award were closely aligned with its broader ethos and Christian values, particularly the principles of stewardship and environmental responsibility, thereby reinforcing its significance within the school community. Additionally, the integration of external expertise through collaboration with organisations specialising in sustainability and deforestation provided learners with valuable knowledge and real-world insights, enhancing their environmental awareness and understanding (Tilbury & Wortman, 2008).
However, some weaknesses of the school's initiatives presented a potential challenge, as maintaining momentum beyond the Green Flag renewal required ongoing funding and continued staff commitment to ensure long-term engagement (Henderson & Tilbury, 2004). Additionally, resource and time constraints may have posed difficulties in balancing sustainability initiatives with broader curricular demands, as educators must navigate multiple educational priorities to effectively integrate environmental education within the school framework (Barratt Hacking et al., 2010).

Reflection and Evaluation 

During my placement, I actively participated in initiatives aimed at supporting the school’s efforts to renew its Green Flag Award. One key contribution was assisting the Eco-Committee and other interested pupils in designing and producing eco-friendly products to sell at the school’s Eco Shop. This initiative was particularly valuable as it not only promoted environmental awareness and sustainable practices among students but also generated funds to invest in further eco-friendly projects and resources. The revenue from the Eco Shop contributed towards the acquisition of sustainable materials and environmental improvements within the school, thereby enhancing its alignment with the Eco-Schools framework and reinforcing its commitment to environmental sustainability.

Furthermore, I contributed to the delivery of a deforestation awareness lesson in collaboration with a deforestation campaign organisation, aimed at educating Year 4 learners on the causes, consequences, and global impact of deforestation, including the role of palm oil production. This lesson was highly beneficial as it provided learners with a broader understanding of environmental sustainability and the challenges associated with deforestation in the real world. By engaging with this topic, pupils developed a deeper awareness of their environmental responsibility and the importance of making informed choices to contribute to sustainable practices. Additionally, this initiative aligned with the school’s commitment to environmental education, reinforcing the significance of collective action in driving positive change for future generations.

Moreover, following a series of deforestation lessons delivered over several weeks, the Year 4 class actively participated in a deforestation-themed assembly, which was presented to the whole school and parents. I played a significant role in supporting this initiative, ensuring that learners effectively conveyed their knowledge and understanding of the topic. This assembly served as a valuable platform for raising awareness within the wider school community, reinforcing the importance of environmental sustainability and the urgent need to address deforestation. Furthermore, this initiative contributed to the school’s efforts in achieving the Green Flag Award, as it demonstrated a commitment to environmental education and encouraged collective action towards sustainable practices. By engaging both learners and the broader school community, the assembly fostered a sense of environmental responsibility and aligned with best practices for promoting eco-consciousness within educational settings.

Therefore, evidence-based recommendations to strengthen the school development plan's target could involve a more integrated approach to sustainability within the curriculum. (Tilbury and Wortman, 2008) highlight the significance of embedding environmental education as a means to enhance student engagement and foster long-term ecological awareness. To achieve this, the school could incorporate sustainability themes across various subject areas, such as science and geography, ensuring that environmental responsibility becomes a core component of pupils' learning experiences.

Furthermore, another evidence-based recommendation would be to expand outdoor learning initiatives and biodiversity projects, as (Waite, 2017) highlights that outdoor learning fosters both environmental engagement and overall learner engagement. While my placement school benefits from a well-developed outdoor space, including a field, playground, and quiet area, introducing a dedicated nature area or a vegetable-growing project could further enhance pupils’ connection with sustainability. Providing opportunities for children to take responsibility for maintaining these areas would not only promote environmental awareness but also develop key skills such as teamwork, responsibility, and problem-solving.

Conclusion
Throughout this assignment, I have critically evaluated the key actions implemented to achieve the school's Green Flag renewal target, assessing both the strengths and weaknesses that have emerged throughout this process. Additionally, I have examined how this target aligns with the school’s broader strategic goals of re-establishing its status as an eco-friendly institution, while also ensuring that pupil well-being and educational development remain central to the initiative. This analysis highlights the extent to which sustainability initiatives contribute not only to environmental responsibility but also to curriculum enrichment, pupil engagement, and the wider school ethos.

Engaging with my placement school’s School Development Plan (SDP) has provided valuable insights into the strategic planning and continuous improvement processes within a primary school setting. This experience will significantly influence my future teaching practice by reinforcing the importance of aligning classroom practice with whole-school priorities, particularly in areas such as sustainability, pupil well-being, and inclusive education. Understanding how schools set measurable targets and implement action plans has highlighted the need for evidence-based teaching approaches, regular self-evaluation, and collaborative working with colleagues, parents, and external agencies. Furthermore, this experience directly supports my professional development in line with the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership, particularly in the areas of pedagogy, collaboration, and professional learning. For example, contributing to an Eco-Schools initiative as part of the school’s sustainability goals has enhanced my ability to integrate environmental education across the curriculum, fostering pupils’ sense of responsibility and global citizenship. Additionally, engaging with the school’s development planning process has strengthened my commitment to reflective practice, ensuring that my future teaching is responsive to both school-wide objectives and the diverse needs of my pupils.
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