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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.

A school development plan (SDP) is a strategic plan that sets out actions that a school will take for improvement (Welsh Government, 2014). I will be reviewing an action point that was presented in my placement school’s SDP for 2019-2022. For the purpose of this assignment, I will refer to this school as ‘School X’. The priority I have chosen to review within the School Development Plan is: “To continue to prepare for the new curriculum, in readiness for statutory implementation from September 2022” (School X, 2019). I felt that this was relevant as the implementation of the new curriculum in Wales is fast approaching. Within this priority I have decided to focus on the “extension of the Foundation phase residency model to all year groups” (School X, 2019). The Welsh Government (2015) encourages practitioners to provide learners with inspiring experiences. “Indoor and outdoor environments that are fun, exciting, stimulating and safe promote children’s development and natural curiosity to explore and learn through first-hand experiences” (p. 3).
The school that I will be discussing is a Community school located in the east City of Swansea. It currently has 13 classes with approximately 353 full time pupils. As well as this, there are 50 part time nursery pupils. In 2014 the school established a Flying Start setting which provides free childcare for roughly 40 eligible children aged 2 and 3 (School X, 2020). The school has identified around 35% of its pupils eligible for free school meals. This is significantly higher than the average for Wales, which is 21%. There are very few children looked after by the local authority (Estyn, 2014). The school has recognised around 16% of its pupils as having additional learning needs. Around 17% of pupils come from ethnic minority backgrounds and an estimated 14% speak English as an additional language (Estyn, 2014). This is just above average within Primary Schools in South Wales (Clark, 2020). There is a budget of £3,337 per pupil (School X, 2020). "The maximum per pupil in the primary schools in Swansea is £7, 839 and the minimum is £2, 665" (Estyn, 2014). This implies that this school has a relatively low budget in terms of its allocation per pupil.
The SDP cycle is inspired by a clear vision of what the school wants to achieve. In order to make an impact the vision needs to be shared and understood by all parties within the school. The first stage of the SDP cycle is self-evaluation. The schools must reflect on their performance and use it to identify a target for future progress. Conducting this process annually, helps schools identify how well they are performing, areas of strength and what needs to be improved (Welsh Government, 2014). The Central South Consortium Joint Education Service (2014) has highlighted the importance of a successful evaluation process: 
"it enables everyone to lead and manage change effectively; promotes a confidently self-critical school culture and climate; and... informs the setting of future, achievable targets and the identification of further action plans"(p. 10).
Schools have access to relevant data to support the school development planning process including, inspection reports regarding the school and information concerning learners' wellbeing. Other qualitative data might include school comparative information, tracking information on learners' progress and PISA (Welsh Government, 2014).
Stage 2 of the SDP cycle involves strategic planning. For an SDP to be successful it must involve all school stakeholders; this is crucial so that everyone has a clear understanding and commitment to the school's vision (Welsh Government, 2014). Estyn (2016) recognised that as school improvement gathers pace, there is an emphasis on developing leadership throughout the school instead of solely leaving the responsibility with the headteacher. This might involve training leaders to implement and monitor school improvement and including staff in the review of the strategic vision (Estyn, 2016, p. 5). A number of plans may be produced as a part of the planning process which may consist of, staff development plans, spending plans for grant funding and a plan to ensure that the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework is embedded in the curriculum. However, the SDP must be one single document that outlines the schools improvement priorities (Welsh Government, 2014). Following an Estyn inspection, it has been noted that there is an "existing legal requirement to produce a written statement or post-inspection action plan (PIAP)"(Welsh Government, 2014, p. 11). Schools must meet these legal requirements in preparation for inspection (Welsh Government, 2014).
The next stage of the SDP cycle is where the actions and strategies discussed previously, are put into practice. Staff are consulted and are aware of their expectations in regard to the implementation of the priorities outlined in the SDP (Welsh Government, 2014). A Catholic Primary School in Wales highlighted the "importance of strong leadership in raising standards and aspirations" (Estyn, 2016, p. 13). Without practitioners striving for change there would not be any improvement. Finally, the impact of the SDP is reviewed. SDP's should be live documents that are monitored regular and revised at least annually. This is so that schools can monitor their progress (Welsh Government, 2014). This was demonstrated in a large Welsh medium school in 2013. The school was judged that they needed further monitoring by Estyn. When inspectors returned a year later, they found that the school had made good progress overall which contributed to their development (Estyn, 2016).
One of the twelve pedagogical principles within the curriculum reform in Wales, explains that pedagogy for the early progression steps should prioritise "learning through first-hand, practical and authentic experiences" (Welsh Government, 2020, p.52). Dewey (1938) proposed that "schools and classrooms should be representative of real-life situations" (Williams, 2017, p. 92). He argued that schools did not provide genuine learning experiences but an abundance of facts which were relayed to students, who soon forgot them. Instead, he insisted “we learn by doing” (Dewey, quoted in Castle, 2015 p. 24). Montessori (2013) agreed with the belief that traditional schools were uninspiring. She suggested that perhaps an approach that transpired from the interest of learners would be more successful (Williams, 2017). Montessori education allows children to be hands on whilst making their own creative choices in learning. Giving choices encourages "...independence, cooperation and experience with natural consequences" (Montessori-nw.org, 2020). This coincides with one of the four purposes within the Welsh Curriculum as learners are developing the capacity to become "ethical, informed citizens who... understand and consider the impact of their actions when making choices and acting"(Welsh Government, 2020). Donaldson (2015) exemplifies the significance of giving pupils choice.  When children are given the chance to make their own decisions, they become more engaged (Donaldson, 2015).
Throughout their school life children are encouraged to foster an understanding of their role in the community, culture, and the natural world (Montessori-nw.org, 2020). One way in which this is achieved during adolescence years by attending Erdkinder Schools (also known as Farm Schools). Erdkinder refers to "land children" or "earth- children". Montessori believed when children reached the third plane of development (at ages 12-18) children should adapt to the corresponding needs and characteristics of the environment. At this stage, adolescents are given opportunities to work on a farm which consists of growing crops and caring for animals. Furthermore, they are in charge of selling and exchanging produce for money. This provides learners with transferable skills which they can use throughout their lives. Furthermore, Estyn (2018) has provided evidence from a Primary School in Wales where learners were encouraged to play in a real-life context. The foundation phase has access to their own 'village'. This helped the learners to develop many skills such as enhanced challenges, pupil-led contexts and authentic problem solving.  
In order for a school to improve it is crucial that they have an effective school development planning process (Welsh Government, 2014). Using the SDP cycle, School X has identified a strategy 'to extend the Foundation Phase residency model to all year groups'. The aim of this action point was to provide learners from Reception to Year 6 with opportunities to explore different environments and engage in real life experiences. Within their self-evaluation in 2019 the school recognised how important it was to continue to prepare for the Curriculum reform so that they felt ready for statutory implementation from September 2022 (School X, 2019). The school used qualitative data collected from the most recent Estyn report to produce this action. School X received 'excellent' for their partnership working in their Estyn report. It was noted that there were successful partnership links between the school and the local community e.g., schools displayed their work in the local supermarket and visited local businesses (Estyn, 2014). However, they noticed foundation phase children had more opportunities to engage with different environments than key stage 2, particularly Year 3 and 4. It is highlighted within the SDP that the school wants to maximise opportunities for all learners not just children in the foundation phase (School X SDP, 2019). 
Once the school had undertaken an honest and thorough self-evaluation the governing body consulted with the headteacher, school staff, learners, and parents/carers. The Welsh Government (2014) stresses the significance of involving stakeholders in the planning process so that the impact is implemented throughout the whole school and within the community. In reflection from School X's 2018-2019 SDP, it reinforces that: 
"all stakeholders take part in the self-evaluation process, including pupils, and their voice is represented well through the School Council, in line with Article 12 in the United Nation Convention on the Rights of the Child" (School X, 2018).
Furthermore, School X held a community meeting after school, so that parents/carers could discuss the schools progress and make suggestions for improvement. The headteacher proposed the idea that every year group would get the opportunity to attend a weeks’ worth of school trips to provide them opportunities to explore different environments and benefit from first-hand experiences. Some parents volunteered to help out on the educational visits and passed on their details to the school. One parent (who is a chef) suggested that they could spend a day at his restaurant to have experience in a working environment. As well as discussing areas for improvement, teaching staff celebrated their achievements and successes with the parents/guardians. The Welsh Government (2014) highlights the impact of celebrating and sharing best practice within schools and the wider community as it contributes to the overall development of the school.
The target of said action was to be achieved during Spring 2020. Research suggests that goals should be rigorous yet attainable. Targets should present challenge but be achievable (HANOVER RESEARCH, 2014). School X had already used the 'week out of school' residency model within foundation phase. Previously, Reception had spent a week at the Waterfront Museum. This gave them the opportunity to participate in a variety of different activities and to explore a new environment. The plan for Spring 2020 was to provide Year 3 with an opportunity to explore working environments e.g., travel agents, police station and retail. Year 4 had planned to spend a week exploring different cultures. The idea was that they would visit a mosque, church, synagogue, and other organisations. Year 5 and 6 had arranged to spend a week on residential trips. One Year group at Madoc Residential and the other at Manor Adventure Residential. However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic the plans for the residency model throughout Reception-Year 6 were unable to go ahead. Learners were working at home from March 2020 and did not resume classroom teaching until June 2020. When they returned to school there were strict restrictions and policies the school had to follow to ensure health and wellbeing was considered (School X, 2020). This made it difficult for the school to recommence their plans to meet the target within their SDP. The Welsh Government (2020) revealed that "85.7% of parents identified changes in their child's mental health and behaviour during quarantine"(p. 17). 38% of those children felt nervous about leaving the house (Welsh Government, 2020). It would not have been within the best interest of the learners to take them on educational visits during a time of such uncertainty and fear.
The school had planned to measure the impact of the residency model through teacher and pupil journals. This would give them a chance to reflect on the experience to identify how it can be improved for future practice. The school had intended to share their ongoing research with the establishments e.g., museum as part of their projects and to celebrate their work on their website with the community (School X, 2019). Although, they were unable to measure the impact of the project through the proposed method outlined in the SDP.  They were able to review and revise their plans following the pandemic. The Welsh Government (2014) insists that “the governing body must monitor, review and update the school development plan annually” (p. 17). The school suggested that the time scale in which they planned to accomplish the discussed action could be extended to a later date that is more achievable and realistic.
School X has demonstrated that they understand and can effectively implement an SDP cycle. In order to develop their action points, they used qualitative and quantitive data gathered from previous Estyn reports and compared national averages to identify areas for improvement. The school has involved stakeholders within their strategic planning process. This consisted of teacher parent meetings and pupil voice being facilitated through the school council. To ensure pupils are heavily involved in this process practitioners might benefit from partaking in further professional learning on children's rights and the importance of pupil participation. This would give them the chance to upskill participation methods such as, using challenging questions (Education Scotland, 2018).
SDP’s should consistently be reviewed to decide whether the organisation should stick with the same strategies or to change to a different approach (Hanover Research, 2014). Similarly, to the SDP cycle, the ‘Results-Oriented Cycle of Inquiry’ (ROCI) could be used to improve practice. School X could apply the ROCI within the SDP process to monitor their progress, review their impact over short intervals and make adaptations (Hanover Research, 2014). During the online teaching period the School could have arranged online lessons/ video recordings from different organisations in a working environment. This would have given their pupils a similar experience to the one in which they intended in their action point. Although, it could be argued that due to a significant number of workplaces being furloughed and as a result working from home (Lloyd, 2020) there would not be many opportunities for this to take place during that period of time.
Within the SDP, School X had mapped out a method that they intended to use to measure the impact of the residential experiences (creating teacher, pupil journals). However, this was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, therefore they were unable to reach their target within the set time scale. Although, they reviewed the SDP in 2020 and made realistic amendments so that it was achievable by a later date. Estyn (2016) recommends useful approaches to effectively measure pupil progress. This includes lesson observations, discussions with pupils, parents and staff and improved systems to collect and analyse pupil achievement data. School X could measure the impact by observing the same lesson being taught twice. Once in the classroom and the second time in an alternative learning environment. Impact could be measured through pupil engagement over time.
Throughout this academic piece of writing, I have expanded my knowledge on SDP’s through research and good practice findings. This has been beneficial for my development as I am now aware of the SDP cycle and will use my understanding of this to contribute to the progress of SDP’s in future practice. I have realised the impact effective relationships between schools and stakeholders can have on pupil progression. Cohen (n.d) reiterates that “no school can work well for children if parents and teachers do not act in partnership on behalf of the children's best interests” (IRIVING, 2002-2021). The main theme of my research was developing skills through first-hand experiences. Comparable with Dewey (1938) I believe that learners should have opportunities to explore the real world. This is something I am eager to promote in line with the four purposes proposed in the curriculum guidelines (Welsh Government, 2020).
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