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Targets from ECAD7004 Assignment 

Targets 	How you have worked on this 	An example can be found on 
Target 1 		Ensure wider reading so that you are not citing the same people.				Although this assignment lends itself more to literature from organisations such as Estyn and Welsh Government, every effort has been made to read and engage with a wide range of relevant literature.				This target can hopefully be seen throughout the entirety of the assignment, and the number of references can be seen in the reference list. 	
Target 2 		Link the paragraphs together to ensure better flow. 			I have made a conscious effort to amend the structure of my paragraphs and to ensure that they are longer in length.  			Examples can be seen throughout the assignment. 
Target 3		Vary your vocabulary to engage the reader. 			I have made every effort to vary the vocabulary used in the assignment in order to maintain reader engagement. 			Examples can be seen throughout the assignment. 


This is a critical examination of school improvement in Wales, and the process of developing and implementing School Development Plans (SDP). This examination is viewed through the lens of School B’s SDP with a particular focus on one priority. School B is an English-medium primary school in South Wales with 215 full-time pupils (Welsh Government, 2022a). Pursuant to BERA guidelines (BERA, 2018), given the nature of the examination, it is not necessary to provide further information, therefore all identifiable information has been anonymised. 

School B’s SDP contains five high-level priorities in a 3-year cycle, and three current priorities for this academic year. The priority of focus (Priority A), is a current priority, and is ‘to develop a shared understanding of progression in each Area of Learning and Experience (AoLE) within the local partnership.’ School B have identified that staff are not consistently applying the ‘Statements of What Matter’ for each AoLE (Donaldson, 2015). Furthermore, School B has acknowledged that within the partner schools for the local Comprehensive School (School C), there is no coherent and common schemata for teaching the AoLE’s. Priority A has therefore been developed to address these two related issues, and envisages collaborative work amongst staff internally and externally with partner schools, to adopt a consistent approach to the teaching and assessment of the AoLE’s. 

The Education (School Development Plans) (Wales) Regulations 2014 mandate that Welsh schools prepare a SDP that is compliant with the Regulations, which emerged following an Estyn (2013) report which identified scope for enhancement in the school improvement process. The current school improvement regime is a robust one intended to ensure schools have adequate measures in place to identify improvement priorities, propose vigorous methods of addressing them and ensuring there is a continuous cyclical process of appraising them (Welsh Government, 2014a). This would reverberate positively with the views of Smylie (2010), who argues that without a continuous school improvement process, most schools will be unable to adjust to the uncertainties of our ever-evolving world and therefore unable to meet the needs of their learners. 

Davies and Ellison (1992) have written extensively on school improvement, commenting that SDPs should encompass every aspect of a school, involving all staff working together to achieve these aims. These comments are from the start of a sea-change in educational thinking, which saw the decentralisation of school improvement, into the hands of schools, understanding that schools were best placed to determine their own improvement. However, their comments were prescient, as more contemporary literature confirms the key aspects that are required for good improvement planning. There appears to be little difference between what Davies and Ellison referred to as a ‘rolling programme’ where strategies are monitored and are responsive to ever-evolving school conditions (1992, p.156) and the ‘live documents’ referred to by Welsh Government (2014a, p.5). What this means in practice, is that schools cannot set priorities at the start of the academic year and then at the end, review and establish new priorities for the next academic year. This would be wholly inadequate, and a ‘live document’ in this context mandates that each priority, and the actions intended to support it, must be kept under constant review by the school’s leadership team, and amendments should be made, on a regular basis if necessary. 

A more recent development in school improvement is the Schools as a Learning Organisation (SLO) model. It is the aim of Welsh Government that all Welsh schools should adopt this model (Welsh Government, 2017b), which will allow for a school’s greater flexibility and openness to new methods, which in turn will ensure development and improvement outcomes for learners, and support in effectively implementing Curriculum for Wales (CfW) (Welsh Government, 2021). The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2018) supports the Welsh Government’s aim and whilst recognising that the process will present difficulties, and will require those involved to improve their knowledge and skills, they comment that developing the SLO model is likely to be crucial to embed CfW into schools. Moreover, the SLO model is consistent with the overall vision for education the Welsh Government has developed (Welsh Government, 2017a), which involves a significant focus on evaluation and self-improvement as a means of realising the Four Purposes envisaged by Professor Donaldson (Donaldson, 2015), that form the foundation of CfW. The Headteacher, Mrs Y, confirmed that School B follow this model (Mrs Y, 2023), which is therefore an encouraging and positive point.

It is recognised that there is capacity for all schools to improve, no matter how well they may be achieving (Estyn, 2016). Furthermore, although some priorities will be specific to the school, common priorities such as professional development of staff and improving pupil wellbeing can be considered and improved by every school (Estyn, 2016). However, a potential problem with SDP’s is that they can be too broad, covering the extremes of individual lesson planning at one end of the scale, and whole school strategic planning at the other. Woods and Brighouse (2013) further note that a SDP with priorities that are too disparate and unconnected may result in a lack of progress towards any priority.

Literature must also be considered in relation to schools collaborating with other schools and agencies. It has been suggested that one way in which high-performing schools deliver consistent levels of high-quality instruction, is by ensuring that opportunities exist for teachers to learn from others in a reflective and collaborative approach (Barber and Mourshed, 2007), either within the same school, or working with other schools to ensure that best practice can be emulated. Moreover, it has been stated that an important aspect of school improvement is inter-school collaboration as a means of encouragement, support, and critical reflection (Welsh Government, 2022c). It was further noted that such collaboration should be actively encouraged and facilitated by the regional education consortia, which would speak positively toward School B’s aims to work collaboratively, both internally and with partner schools in relation to the AoLE’S. 

Indeed, education consortia in Wales, who attempt to foster collaboration in order to better assist school improvement, are a further example of the collaborative approach adopted in Wales. The relevant consortium for School B, is Partneriaeth (Estyn, 2022), who exist to assist in the delivery of consistent school improvement, with a focus on supporting and challenging partner schools to improve not only teaching standards, but also learner attainment and progress (Partneriaeth, 2022). School B have worked with Partneriaeth in two keys ways in relation to Priority A and the SDP in general. Partneriaeth were involved in facilitating and engaging in meetings with partner schools in order to review the AoLE’s and draft the appropriate collaborative policies. Moreover, the school received visits from a challenge advisor engaged by Partneriaeth and information from such visits can inform the adoption of school improvement priorities. Such an advisor has experience of successful school leadership and their role is to engage with schools on their procedures and policies to propel and maintain improvement (Welsh Government, 2014b). Indeed, such advisors, are instead often referred to as improvement advisors, as their role is not to challenge schools, but to work in partnership for the purpose of improvement (Welsh Government, 2022c).

In order to critically analyse Priority A and School B’s SDP, there is a need to consider the characteristics of an effective SDP, and apply them to School B’s approach. Welsh Government (2014a) suggest that self-evaluation, data analysis, involving stakeholders, strategic planning and measuring impact are crucial characteristics. In terms of self-evaluation, the process of identifying targets begins, and indeed ends with self-evaluation, whereby previous targets are evaluated, some of which may continue, and new targets are proposed. Welsh Government state that this process must be ‘robust’ (2022b, p.2) and should widely evaluate all aspects of school performance. It is noted that understanding the importance of reflection in this process, will see the benefits when it comes to evaluating and maintaining that development (Ainscow et al., 2013). School B have reflected thoroughly upon their implementation of CfW and how they teach and assess the AoLE’s. They have determined concerns of a disconnect between the Statements of What Matters for each AoLE and what is being learnt by the learners. There is also concern as to learning discrepancies across the cluster, which may result in difficulties being encountered when learners from the various schools attend School C. Such concerns tend to evidence School B’s process of evaluation and reflection. 

Furthermore, Estyn (2016) state that self-reflection must involve first-hand evidence. In terms of such evidence, there will be a need to collect and analyse qualitative and quantitative data (Welsh Government, 2014a). Qualitative data may be obtained from consultations with stakeholders, or from information within inspection reports or improvement advisor visits. Quantitative data may be obtained from testing data, enrolment data, or quantitative survey responses. It has been advised that there should be a methodical process in place for the gathering and application of internal school data within the decision-making process (Ainscow et al., 2013). School B have adopted such a methodical approach and have obtained evidence from multiple sources, most notably survey responses from all stakeholders, verbal feedback from staff and a review of both internal and external testing data. Particularly in relation to Priority A, qualitative data was obtained from staff, which highlighted difficulties in planning and assessing lessons for AoLE’s, and this was confirmed by senior leaders during learning walks and book looks. School B also received qualitative data from partner schools, which disclosed concerns regarding the potentially disparate schemata that each school may cover for the AoLE’s. 

It has been noted that to ensure the effectiveness of the process, there should be extensive participation of school staff (Ainscow et al., 2013). Welsh Government (2014a) take this further by stating that effective school development planning should involve, ‘all school partners and stakeholders’ (2014a, p.15). Learners should also be at the heart of this process, because in order to establish novel ways of enacting school improvement, a school must view the teaching and learning experience through the lens of the learners (Flutter and Rudduck 2004). School B conducts termly surveys of staff, learners, and parents. Moreover, there are termly staff meetings where current and future development priorities are considered. School B also arranges a weekly meeting between Mrs Y, the Deputy Headteacher, and the Chair of Governors, whereby the issue of school improvement is a point on the agenda. School B are therefore taking heed of advice from Estyn (2016), that governors are provided with regular updates in relation to school development and an opportunity to engage. Governors will therefore feel empowered to challenge School B if progress is insufficient. 

Once data analysis and stakeholder consultation has informed the drafting of the priorities, strategic planning is required, to establish the strategies necessary to achieve the priorities. Such strategies can include changes to the school curriculum, professional development of staff and technological advances. School B have determined that for the first aspect of Priority A, AoLE leads within the school, will work with class teachers to exemplify pupil progress across the progression steps. For the second aspect, School B’s AoLE leads will collaborate with counterparts in partner schools to develop a shared progression policy and schemata for each AoLE. 

However, no SDP will be successful, unless there are similarly sufficient and robust strategies to monitor progress towards achieving the priorities. Such strategies can include qualitative feedback, learning walks and assessment of learner progress. Depending upon the result of these strategies, the SDP, as a ‘live document’ (Welsh Government, 2014a, p.5) can be updated. If progress is insufficient, new strategies can be implemented. For both aspects of Priority A, School B has established lead individuals within the school, the actions to be undertaken, the success criteria for each strategy, a designated timescale and also a cost estimate. School B are satisfied with progress for the second aspect, as collaboration amongst the cluster schools and Partneriaeth has resulted in shared progression plans and schemata for all AoLE’s being prepared. In relation to the first aspect, whilst some progress has been made in terms of the exemplification of learner’s work, it has not been completed. The strategy will continue, with a further review taking place in the summer term.

In terms of reflecting upon School B’s actions, upon evaluation, there are practical suggestions as to how things could be done differently. Firstly, School B could more evenly engage with and collect data from their stakeholders. Their current process may be disproportionally weighted towards staff and governors, as only these groups provide qualitative feedback. Surveys are sent to learners and parents; however, these are questions with ‘Likert scale’ responses that were devised by Rensis Likert, and as described by Thomas (2017) would provide quantitative data. Mrs Y would likely consider unsolicited qualitative comments emanating from learners or parents, however School B could arrange termly meetings, where parents could provide qualitative input on improvement. Moreover, termly ‘pupil-voice’ meetings could obtain similar input from learners. Such learner events, would also associate favourably with the principles of CfW and Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989) which states that children have the right to express opinions in matters that affect them and that those opinions should be properly considered. 

Another point of consideration would be to make the SDP more accessible to learners. Welsh Government’s guidance (2014a) is that the SDP should simply be accessible to staff and Governors, however there are examples of local schools involving learners to draft a ‘learner-friendly’ version of the SDP, that summarises the priorities and strategies in age-appropriate language. This could be a worthwhile consideration, because as stated by Rudduck and Flutter (2004), if learners believe they are valued and relevant to a school’s improvement process, they are more likely to dedicate themselves to achieving it. 

Priority A could also be seen as too broad, as it consists of two parts, with each involving a significant amount of work, particularly for AoLE leads. The internal part is progressing more slowly, and a potential explanation is that AoLE leads have been engaged in the external part. This might have been reasonably foreseeable when the SDP was drafted and therefore completing both parts was possibly not ‘achievable’ as Welsh Government (2014a, p.7) state that SDP visions must be. Davies and Ellison (2003) advise that a successful school improvement process should consider more limited and focussed targets, as the greater number of targets the lesser the potential impact. School B could therefore have potentially split Priority A into two separate priorities, or set one part as this year’s priority and one part as next years. However, given the cyclical nature of the school development process, any uncompleted aspect can be carried forward by School B. 

Furthermore, Harris (2013) notes that strong leadership is one of the most significant factors in ensuring that school improvement is maintained. Estyn (2016) confirm this position, stating that effective leadership is the primary factor for improving primary schools. Mrs Y and the Deputy Headteacher have been described by their improvement advisor as a highly effective professional leadership partnership with an excellent working relationship (Anonymous Improvement Advisor, 2023). It therefore appears that School B is well-placed to deal with any issues that may arise in their school improvement journey.

This critical examination has resulted in a greater understanding of the school improvement process, the steps to be followed by school leaders and in School B’s example, the importance that external agencies such as Partneriaeth can have on school improvement. I have also actively engaged with elements of the Professional Teaching Standards (Welsh Government, 2019) that fall under the ‘Leadership’ standard, namely ‘Exercising corporate responsibility’ and ‘Supporting formal leadership roles’. I have engaged these elements by demonstrating a critical understanding of the responsibilities and contributions that individuals make towards the fulfilment of School B’s ethos and vision, and because the SDP represents a contractual, legal, and professional responsibility for those within any school.  

Moreover, the process has caused me to understand that, as described by Smylie (2010), schools are no different from any other organisation, in that if they do not actively seek methods of continuous improvement, they will not be able to adapt moderately to changes, and will instead be forced to make significant reactionary changes to meet fluctuations within their environment, which will not be of benefit to their learners. I will therefore seek to adopt this notion of continuous improvement within my own future practice.
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