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Introduction 
In the constantly changing realm of education, the need for improvement is a continuous and progressive undertaking. This necessitates a thorough and calculated method for enhancing educational standards. At the heart of this pursuit lies the School Development Plan (SDP), a roadmap crafted to steer educational institutions towards achieving their goals and fostering an environment conducive to holistic student development. 
Whilst on PTE 1 I explored the schools SIP (School Improvement Plan) and the pivotal aspect I decided to focus this assignment on is the enhancement of teaching and learning environments to nurture students' independent learning skills. This essay will delve into the significance of this aspect within the context of educational development, exploring strategies, challenges, and potential outcomes.
In this essay, we will delve into the various dimensions of enhancing the teaching and learning environment to cultivate students' independent learning skills, understanding its impact on both academic performance and preparing them for the complexities of the contemporary world. Through critical analysis literature, practical insights, and personal reflections, this essay seeks to contribute to the ongoing discourse surrounding school improvement strategies, with a specific focus on fostering independent learning competencies among students and how the learning environment can enhance this.
The school improvement plan discussed in this assignment emerges from a collaborative process involving input from various stakeholders including staff, governors, parents, and pupils. This consultation phase employs methodologies such as questionnaires and pupil voice meetings to ensure diverse perspectives are considered. The plan serves as a critical component of the school's self-evaluation and improvement framework, operating within the timeframe of September 2023 to July 2024. Annual planning cycles are dedicated to formulating the SIP, with regular half-termly reviews to track progress and adapt strategies as necessary. Notably, the school boasts a sizable student body of 575 pupils as of February 2023 and is situated within an urban city environment in South Wales. This assignment will further discuss both the school context and the basis for assessing the SIP. 
Literature review
School development planning is recognized as a comprehensive framework that integrates educational, financial, and human resource considerations to facilitate the attainment of quantifiable objectives. Through self-evaluation and continuous monitoring of these goals, the process of planning enables ongoing monitoring and evaluation, thereby fostering both accountability and advancement within the school's improvement trajectory (Welsh Government, 2014).
The adoption of a school improvement plan has garnered favour among educational practitioners and policymakers alike, owing to its potential for yielding substantive benefits. This structured approach affords schools the opportunity to systematically address their unique requirements, consequently engendering improvements in educational outcomes.
Empirical evidence from research endeavours investigating the efficacy of development planning in primary schools substantiates its positive impact. Notably, studies, such as those funded by the Economic and Social Research Council, underscore the significance of development planning initiatives. Furthermore, these studies identify areas warranting further investigation, thereby informing future research endeavours and policy considerations within the educational landscape. (Barbara, 1997 )
Donaldson states that “common with all areas of public service, education should be subject to and benefit from constructive and robust systems and methods of evaluation and accountability.” This includes having a well-developed school improvement plan (Donaldson, 2015). Donaldson believes that these accountability systems should address the question ‘how is the school developing all of its children and young people as: ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative individuals; ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world; and healthy, confident individuals?’ These plans should be crafted to stimulate schools to exhibit creativity in their planning and to mitigate the likelihood of making superficial alterations solely to meet regulatory requirements. It also highlights the importance of the four purposes in Wales and how they should be intrinsically linked to a school’s improvement plan.
Generating a SDP is a collaborative process as stated earlier. The inclusion of stakeholders such as staff, senior management, students, governors, teachers and the community allows for a wider range of scope on what improvements need to be made and allows all those impacted by the SIP to have their input considered (M. Wanjohi and A. Dimba, 2015). 
When evaluating any aspect of a school improvement plan as outlined in the Welsh Government guidance it is vital to use a wide range of evidence to evaluate the progress and well-being of all learners and groups of learners, leading to the identification of more focused and contextualized improvement priorities and actions (School improvement guidance: impact assessment, An integrated impact assessment and a children’s rights impact assessment for school improvement guidance. The data used for evaluation can be both quantitative and qualitative https://gov.wales/school-improvement-guidance-impact-assessment-html 2022). 
The aspect that this assignment focuses on in reference to the writers PTE 1 school is the priority of; ‘Further improve the teaching and the learning environment to support the development of pupils’ independent learning skills.’ This priority aligns with the purposes of ‘ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives’ and ‘enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work’. 
It could be said that an effective learning environment will allow children to follow their interests, create and implement plans, and access support as required, and children be independent, leading to deep levels of learning (Whitters, 2020). 
Carol Dweck's work on mindset theory emphasizes the importance of fostering a growth mindset in learners. Growth mindset is where pupils are encouraged to believe that intelligence, abilities and success can be developed through effort and perseverance. A supportive learning environment that praises effort, provides constructive feedback, and encourages a growth mindset could be argued to boost learners' motivation and resilience when completing tasks and encourage them to work independently (Dweck, 2016). 
Vygotsky emphasized the significance of social interaction and scaffolding in the learning process. According to his sociocultural theory, learners benefit from engaging in collaborative activities within a supportive environment where more knowledgeable peers or adults provide guidance and assistance as needed. An effective learning environment would facilitate this social interaction and scaffolding, thus leading to better outcomes and pupils working independently alongside peers.
Independent work allows students to practice self-regulation skills, such as time management, task prioritization, and goal setting. By determining their own pace and approach to tasks, students develop autonomy and responsibility for their learning. This aligns with the principles of self-determination theory proposed, which emphasizes the importance of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in fostering intrinsic motivation (Deci and Ryan, 1985). 
Alongside this independent work encourages students to think critically and problem-solve on their own. When faced with challenges or unfamiliar tasks, students are prompted to analyse information, draw connections, and generate solutions independently. This process is one which could be argued mirrors the constructivist school of thinking which believes the active construction of knowledge through individual exploration and interaction with the environment leads to better retention of information (Wadsworth, 2004).
Developing an action point
The SIP (School improvement plan) highlights 3 main priorities for the forthcoming year. These priorities are to further improve the teaching and the learning environment to support the development of pupils’ independent learning skill, further incorporate pupil voice into the strategic running of the school and within learning and to continue to design curriculum and assessment approaches in line with CfW (Curriculum for Wales).
 The focus of this assignment, “Further improve the teaching and the learning environment to support the development of pupils’ independent learning skills” is the first priority that the school improvement plan highlights. The rationale for this priority is stated in the SIP to be due to a “recommendation from Estyn inspection in June 2023”. Within the aforementioned Estyn report this is the sole recommendation, and they state the following, “The school will draw up an action plan to address the recommendations from the inspection.” 
Each of the priorities of the SIP have an actionable success criteria that is evaluated continuously throughout the term. The three success criteria for Priority 1 are –
Provision supports independent challenge and exploration in a variety of environments.
Quality of provision is regularly of an excellent standard.
Staff develop a good understanding of effective learning environments. 
Each of these aspects of the success criteria are assessed and evaluated through a multifaceted approach, incorporating diverse methodologies to gather comprehensive insights from both learners and staff. This evaluative framework encompasses various channels such as staff meetings, baseline exit questionnaires, and teach meets. These avenues enable a holistic examination of the efficacy of instructional strategies, curriculum implementation, and overall learning environment.
Furthermore, the evaluation process is further facilitated by the utilization of technological tools such as IRIS, a classroom recording technology, which facilitates the systematic observation and analysis of classroom interactions and instructional practices.
Additionally, learning walks whereby senior management, governors, teaching staff and pupil voice groups observe a variety of classrooms during teaching time, serve as a dynamic mechanism for school leaders and stakeholders to conduct firsthand observations of teaching and learning processes. Thus, informing subsequent decision-making and strategic planning endeavours. 
IRIS and learning walks provide opportunities for real-time observation of teaching and learning practices, allowing for immediate feedback and targeted support (Wong, 2005). Collaborative observation and reflection during learning walks can foster professional dialogue and shared understanding among educators, facilitating continuous improvement (Gura, 2022). The potential hinderances of these methods arise he presence of observers may influence teacher behaviour and student engagement, potentially skewing the accuracy of observations (Frick, 2004). Additionally conducting frequent learning walks and video observations requires significant time and resources, which may not be feasible for all schools (Fisher et al., 2013).
Central to the school's ethos is the cultivation of a robust understanding of effective learning environments, encompassing both physical and emotional dimensions, among its staff cohort. This emphasis underscores the school's commitment to fostering supportive and nurturing conditions optimal student engagement and achievement.
Staff meetings in ADS and training days feedback sessions further contribute to the evaluative discourse by providing platforms for reflective dialogue and professional development initiatives.
Moreover, the evaluation process incorporates insights garnered from parental equality questionnaire results. These findings not only affirm the school's dedication to promoting inclusivity and equality but also underscore its proactive efforts in supporting the holistic well-being and positive behavioural development of its student body. Research suggests that involving learners and staff in the evaluation process can enhance their sense of ownership and engagement with the school's improvement efforts (Cook-Sather, 2006). However contrastingly, a negative of student, staff and parent surveys may be that variations in opinions and interpretations and subjective biases in the feedback received (Adelman, 2006).
Reflection and evaluation
To ensure that each of these success criteria is met the and improvement is made, the implementation lead (and acting head teacher) has worked collaboratively to create a strategic plan for improvements to be carried out throughout the school year. These include inset training days on enabling adults and enabling environments, an inset day for phases to make improvements to their learning environment based on this, ADS training sessions, staff visits to effective learning environments, Opportunities for discussion, research and planning learning spaces across phases and more. For each of these actions there is a breakdown of the cost, timescale, who it regards, what the intended outcome is and the Type of monitoring, cost & reporting mechanism. 
The school improvement plan appears to have been effective in highlighting the key success criteria and further breaking this down into actionable steps to facilitate development. It also has included the stakeholders in the decision-making process and the evaluation process. However, I believe to further the SIPs effectiveness the school could have established a dedicated evaluation team or committee to oversee the assessment process and ensure that it is conducted consistently and effectively. Whilst there is a implementation lead and senior management along with staff work together to ensure that the SIP is followed, this responsibility falls on members of staff who already have very demanding roles. 
In terms of accountability, the distributed responsibility inherent in an evaluation team framework aligns with research by Leithwood et al. (2004), which underscores the efficacy of shared accountability structures in enhancing organizational performance. By diffusing accountability across multiple individuals, the evaluation team could foster a culture of collective responsibility, thereby heightening the stakes for successful plan implementation.
Beyond the immediate benefits, participation in an evaluation team provides invaluable opportunities for professional development among team members. Fitz-Gibbon and Morris (1987) highlight the capacity-building potential inherent in collaborative evaluation processes, emphasizing the cultivation of critical thinking, problem-solving, and data analysis skills. This professional growth not only enriches individual competencies but also strengthens the collective capacity of the evaluation team to drive sustainable improvement efforts.
Whilst the school improvement plan does account for training conducted by outside agencies and there is clear collaboration with stakeholders there is an argument that could be made for collaborating with external experts or consultants in the field of education evaluation. This could have provided valuable insights and recommendations for enhancing the teaching and learning environment.
Collaborating with experts could provide the school with an objective external perspective, free from internal biases or preconceptions. There can be value in external viewpoints in offering fresh insights into the strengths and weaknesses of current practices, facilitating more informed decision-making and strategic planning (Creswell, 1996). This external validation lends credibility and reassurance to stakeholders, fostering buy-in and support for implementation efforts (Baker & Cambray-Engstrom, 2010).
Conclusion 
In conclusion, the School Improvement Plan (SIP) serves as a cornerstone in the quest for educational enhancement, providing a structured guide for schools to navigate towards their goals and cultivate an environment conducive to holistic student development. Within the SIP, the priority of enhancing the teaching and learning environment to nurture students' independent learning skills emerges as a pivotal focus, aligning with the overarching purposes of the curriculum of fostering ambitious, capable learners prepared for the complexities of the contemporary world.
Through critical analysis of literature, practical insights, and personal reflections, this essay has highlighted the significance of effective SIPs. The collaborative process involved in crafting the SIP, incorporating input from diverse stakeholders, reflects a commitment to inclusive decision-making and continuous improvement. Evaluation mechanisms such as staff meetings, questionnaires, and teach meets provide avenues for ongoing monitoring and refinement of strategies, ensuring responsiveness to evolving needs and contexts.
As I reflect on the findings of this essay, I now consider how they will inform my future practice as an educator. Moving forward, I recognize the importance of embracing a collaborative approach to school improvement, engaging with stakeholders, and seeking opportunities for professional development. Moreover, I am inspired to advocate for the integration of evidence-based strategies and external expertise in crafting comprehensive improvement plans that prioritize the holistic development of students.
This essay has served as a catalyst for introspection and action, guiding my commitment to continuous learning and improvement in the service of student success and well-being. By furthering my knowledge of School improvement plans, I am now better positioned to contribute meaningfully to the ongoing discourse surrounding school improvement strategies and advocate for positive change within educational contexts.
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