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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.

Introduction
This report aims to critically reflect on how schools evaluate their performances and produce a document, a School Development Plan (SDP), in order to explain where the school can improve their teaching and learning. This report will be looking at the theoretical aspects of the SDP which influence the teaching and the learning in general and also in practical aspects concerning School X. School X has around 440 pupils on role ages 3 to 11 years old, including around 75 pupils in nursery with around 21% eligible for free school meals (FSM). This is higher than the national average of 19% for Wales. Around 35% of these children have Additional Learning Needs (ALN), which is above the national average of 21%. This report will also evaluate pupil voice in relation to one action point taken from the SDP for School X and demonstrate how this target and the SDP, in general, is addressed by discussing self-evaluation, data analysis, stakeholders, strategic planning and measuring impact. This report will provide a reflection and evaluation on School X’s SDP where practical suggestions for improvement.

Literature Review
As of September 2015, in line with the Education Regulations 2014, an SDP is a requirement in all schools in Wales (Welsh Government, 2016). SDPs are a continuous cycle to address a vision or area for development with four stages: self-evaluation, strategic planning, making improvements/actions and reviewing the impact (Welsh Government, 2014). An SDP can also be referred to as a SIP (School Improvement Plan). Continuous improvement in schools can lead to “near-perfect performances” (Best & Dunlap, 2014, p. 1). Continuous improvement can be broken down into achievable aims and planned outcomes (Schwartz, 2018).

As seen in figure 1 below (Welsh Government, 2014), the first stage of the SDP is self-evaluation which is where the schools can reflect upon their teaching and learning and use this knowledge to plan for improvement (Welsh Government, 2014). The second stage of the SDP is strategic planning. This is where the schools can set the priorities and targets, they want to work towards to improve; this can include addressing the resources and stakeholders (Balanced Scorecard Institute, 2020). Following on from this, schools can make improvements by putting the actions and target planned into action (Welsh Government, 2014). Then the final stage is where the schools can review the impact that these actions have made on their improvement plans (ibid). As this process will then be able to be restarted, an SDP can be seen as a working document, continually being adapted to suit the school. As schools are in ever-changing environments, stakeholders, such as staff, need to continually learn and adapt (Schechter, et al., 2004). Therefore SDPs can also enable this to happen as learning should be a continuous process (Huber, 1991). Data is often used to support the action points within an SDP. Schildkamp (2019) believes that acting on an improvement point without data is ineffective.
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There are opposing views to how successful an SDP can truly be. As an SDP is a formal approach and document for planning for improvement, it takes time to produce. Fernandez (2011) believes that the time and resources spent on collating evidence to produce an SDP is wasted. Davies (2003) also argued that schools cannot solely be developed by a single SDP. On the one hand, this could be argued why some schools, such as School X, view their SDP as a continually working document, as therefore, it is not a single SDP, on the other hand, viewing the SDP as a continually working document can be seen as also wasting time (Fernandez, 2011). 

While the SDP should consider all stakeholders opinions and voices, in a minority schools, the learners’ views are often focused on less (Department of Education, 2009). However, in School X, involving pupil voice was a key target of their SDP. School X planned to use pupil voice to involve the children more directly into the improvement of teaching and learning in their school. Pupil voice is a frequently used term in education; however, a generally accepted definition of pupil voice is lacking. Cook-Sather (2006, p. 360) advocates that there is no “clear and definite conception” of pupil voice. Another source believes that the definition of pupil voice is “problematic” (Arnot & Reay, 2007, p. 311). On the other hand, Whitty and Wisby (2007) have a clear definition of pupil voice, where learners are encouraged to present and suggest their views and preferences. Estyn (2016, p. 12) believe pupil voice can be “influential” and part of school development. When learners are asked for their opinions and views, they are playing a key role in their learning as they can contribute personal feedback in discussions with staff which can help staff adapt the teaching and learning (Estyn, 2019). Pupil voice can mean that learners are involved in decision-making tasks as the school is committed to listening to the learners’ views (Mentally Healthy Schools, 2020). By using pupil voice, the schools can try to increase the learner’s engagement in their learning and school (Walker & Logan, 2008).

Considering learners’ views through pupil voice activities means teachers can learn, and it can be brought to a teacher’s attention that a leaner’s view of what they want can be quite different to a teacher’s view of what they may think the learners want (Barnes, 2011). When pupil voice is used in school, learners are aware that they have a voice and that they can use it and will be listened to (Estyn, 2012). The Curriculum for Wales guidance (Welsh Government, 2020) states that all schools and teachers should create an environment in which the Curriculum for Wales enables all learners to have a voice and for the learners to use their voice to help partitioners respond to their needs and experiences. Children have the right to express their views freely when it concerns an aspect that affects the child themselves and their views should be respected (UNCRC, 2006). However, NASUWT (2021) believes that pupil voice can undermine teachers, especially their authority and pupil voice must be conducted in a way that avoids this but also does not compromise the children’s rights to voice their opinion. Pupil voice activities can create a heavier workload for Senior Leadership Team (SLT) members if used a great deal; therefore, pupil voice should be planned in a strategic way to avoid negative impact on the workload for practitioners (NASUWT, 2016). 

Developing an action point
School X has three priorities in their SDP. One of the priorities is to “improve provision, engagement and independence in learning”, which they have then broken down further into success criteria, one of which is pupil voice. School X has used a Self-Evaluation Report (SER) to evaluate their development related to the SDP priorities. The school identified that pupil voice would help achieve this priority (School X, 2019a). Walker and Logan (2008) believe that pupil voice improves engagement. School X’s SER enables SLT to assess how well they are performing, including any areas of strength or areas of improvement to develop some of the points that are entered into the SDP. For example, pupil voice is a target area for improvement. Completing an SER benefited the school as they could break down the priority into small success criteria to aim towards (Schwartz, 2018). School X has effective communication with stakeholders when discussing the self-evaluation process (School X, 2019b). Both the head teacher and deputy head are trying to improve the school culture amongst teachers in this school to a more positive opportunity when considering different viewpoint, which can lead to development (ibid). This will benefit the school, as mentioned above, continuous improvement by using suggestions from pupils can lead to almost perfect performances (Best & Dunlap, 2014).

In School X’s self-evaluation, School X monitors data over a period of time and trends are recognised and evaluated (School X, 2019b). The data is collected in a variety of ways, including INCERTS, assessments, questionnaires, and a school tracking system. By monitoring this type of data, the school is able to set realistic (SMART) targets. Realistic targets should be SMART, meaning that they are “specific, measurable, attainable, relevant and timed” (BBC, 2021). This enables the school to use data analysis to evaluate within their self-evaluation. When data analysis is used to inform decision making, it can increase learner’s engagement in learning and increase the achievements made (Schildkamp, 2019). If data analysis is not used, it could mean that the actions made to improve can be ineffective (ibid).

The SDP for School X is produced by some of the stakeholders including staff, parents and governors (School X, 2019b). One area the school is developing is the inclusion of the learners in the self-evaluation and in the SDP, for example, introducing pupil voice more. As learners are key stakeholders in education, pupil voice is a key aspect which can include the learners and also address the rights the children have in voicing their opinion (UNCRC, 2006). Pupil voice such as the school council have worked well towards developing the schools work especially with the specifical Area of Learning and Experiences (AoLEs) e.g. school council helping teacher develop towards the Health and Wellbeing AoLE (School X, 2019b). The children were able to give their insight into how they would like their playtimes to work and with the equipment they would enjoy using compared to the suggestions that the teachers made which were less favourable to the children (Deputy Head, 2021). This is an example of how children have different viewpoints to what they would like compared to what the practitioners believed the children would have liked (Barnes, 2011).

Strategic planning involves creating realistic targets. For example, using pupil voice to improve, has been broken down in School X’s SDP into a further three stages which include pupils being involved in planning the learning consistently, increase child-led learning and the learners having a voice for development of each AoLE via forms (School X, 2019b). As an SDP is a strategic plan for improvement (Department of Education, 2020), it allows School X to plan precisely what they want and need to improve on in the next year. Within the SDP, School X are able to allocate the resources and break down the main strategy (Department of Education, 2010) and also allocate the stakeholders to certain responsibilities (Balanced Scorecard Institute, 2020) such as pupil voice for example has allowed SLT members to be involved with the aim that they will be able to use learning walks and discussions with pupils (Deputy Head, 2021). By using a strategic plan and SDP to develop the school, School X is establishing the vision for their school for a whole year (Vo, 2018).

School X uses monitoring data over a period of time as one means of measuring impact. By collecting and evaluating data regularly over time, it allows School X to track any change that may happen over this period of time (InfluxData, 2021). For example, with pupil voice, the SLT members can track how much child-led learning is used, when learners are involved in planning their own learning and when the learners are asked for their opinions on the development of each of the AoLEs (Deputy Head, 2021). School X also used observations, work samples and data analysis to measure the impact that their strategic plans may have had. Regular staff meetings/conversations are held with all teachers during different points in the year to discuss the stages they are at whilst working towards these strategic plans outlined in the SDP (Deputy Head, 2021). This allows for continuous improvement to take place and therefore, adjustments can be made so that “near-perfect” performances are made achievable (Best & Dunlap, 2014, p. 1). School X uses its SER and data analysis to measure the impact they set out to achieve at the beginning of the year in their SDP.

Reflection and evaluation
School X has made good use of their SER to hep inform the SDP. As School X view both the SER and the SDP as continuous working documents, this enables them to continually improve teaching and learning, ensuring that the best performance possible is being achieved  (Best & Dunlap, 2014, p. 1). The SER and SDP are detailed documents which outline many targets which are SMART targets. Using the SMART targets allows all stakeholders including the practitioners and the learners to understand exactly what is expected of them (BBC, 2021). Within School X’s SDP, there are three priorities which is a suitable number for the size of this school. However, within these priorities, there are many actions that the school have set out to complete. I believe that planning this many actions to complete, may result in extended workload which, as discussed above, is not a desired outcome (NASUWT, 2016). Estyn (2018) also believed that this can be the case with School X. Therefore, the school could reduce the amount of action points for each priority in order to focus and benefit from a few action points at a time.

School X briefly outlines what they would do to measure the impact, however detail here can lack in many areas of the SDP. The school mentions what they expect the expected outcomes would be (School X, 2019a), but does not go into depth with how they would assess that theses outcomes have or have not been met. In the SER the school states that data analysis, staff meetings, observations and work examples will be used to measure the impact in general (School X, 2019b), but does not state which method would be used for each of the priorities and then also the success criteria’s such as pupil voice. In order to improve this, the school could provide another box in the table in the SDP which states which of each of these methods will be used to ensure the reader would specifically know what will be used. For each target, this will benefit the school and the stakeholders, as it will allow the school to be constantly evaluating and ensure that progress is being made for each action point (You Matter, 2020). This will make some of the SMART targets even more precise as the stakeholders will know how to measure the action point not that it is just “measurable” (BBC, 2021).

Conclusion
In conclusion, this report aimed to discuss SDPs in general and an SDP that is linked to School X. It also aimed to discuss one aspect of School X’s SDP which was pupil voice. This report identified how schools use SDPs and specifically how School X used an SDP and SER to improve and develop the learning and teaching environment (Welsh Government, 2014). After evaluating the way School X uses self-evaluation, data analysis, stakeholders, strategic planning and measuring impact, I believe, as a Newly Qualified Teacher (NQT), I would be able to contribute to the schools SDP and SER if they use one. Additionally, I would take on board the limitations and improvements that could be made to School X’s SDP in order to help the school and SLT members reach the vision they have for the school. I would also use the same value that School X places on the stakeholder’s views such as the learners by making sure that pupil voice is increasingly used around the school. This is because the learners have a right to have their voices heard and respected (UNCRC, 2006). Pupil voice can also show where a learner’s opinion may differ to a practitioner’s opinions and I believe this is an area which can be continually explored further.
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