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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 
Schools in Wales are required to undertake School Development Plans (SDPs) (Welsh Government, 2014). SDPs are a school’s strategic plan for improvement which aims to set actions out to improve both staff and learner outcomes based on a school’s own self-evaluation (Welsh Government, 2014). The introduction of SDPs was introduced based on evidence provided in Estyn’s annual report of 2012-2013, which stated that planning for improvement for both staff and pupils could be improved in over a quarter of schools in Wales (Estyn, 2013). This report will critically reflect upon one aspect of a chosen school’s SDP, using its actions, impacts and evidence base. The chosen aspect in this report relates to developing a professional learning model which enables teachers to demonstrate highly effective and sustained practice. School X is an urban, green category secondary school in South Wales with approximately 1700 pupils, including 350 within the sixth form (My Local School, 2020). School X has just over 6% of pupils eligible for Free School Meals and under 10% of pupils live within the most deprived areas of Wales (Estyn, 2018). Both of these figures are below the national average (Estyn, 2018).
Literature Review
SDPs have been introduced on the back of an underachieving Welsh Education System where it has been found in the past ten to fifteen years that overall standards within 30% of schools are not as good as they should be (Jones, 2011) and that planning for improvement could be improved in over a quarter of schools in Wales in a more recent report (Estyn, 2013). All schools in Wales were required to have a three-year SDP from September 2015 which would be a school’s singular plan for improvement (Welsh Government, 2016). An SDP is based on the regular self-evaluation of a school on its own performance and data which then informs both short and longer-term targets (Welsh Government, 2014). Examples of data which could influence an SDP may be contextual data such as the percentage of children having Free School Meals (FSM) or performance related data such as GCSE Grades (Welsh Government, 2014). An SDP should focus on a less is best policy, so schools have fewer targets and can really focus on improving those key areas (Hanover Research, 2014).
Self-evaluation in a SDP is crucial and involves assessing how well a school is performing, area of strengths, what needs to be improved and how the improvement will occur (Welsh Government, 2014). This in turn, should make the SDP more effective as school’s themselves are in the best position to be able to identify the areas they need to improve in (Education Authority Northern Ireland, 2020). Furthermore, it has been suggested that by using a self-evaluative approach to school development, this then leads to sustained school improvement (Education Authority Northern Ireland, 2020). However, it has been found that some schools publish ‘improvement plans’ which are inconsistent with the actual purpose of school improvement when they are in charge of their own SDP (Hanover Research, 2014). Although, this report focuses on the K-12 system in America, the issue can still be applied to SDPs within Wales as schools themselves are in charge of their own SDP (Welsh Government, 2014).
When designing or revising an SDP all stakeholders are involved such as the school’s headteacher, current registered pupils, governing body, current staff and parents of pupils (Welsh Government, 2016). Additionally, the school’s targets in their SDP are also informed by national policies such as raising standards in literacy and numeracy and reducing the impact of poverty on educational attainment in Wales (Welsh Government, 2014). Moreover, an SDP should not just detail how the school will improve but it should also state how the governing body of the school will work with the wider school community in order to achieve this improvement (Welsh Government, 2014) When finished, the school are required to publish the SDP so it is available to all stakeholders and the wider community (Welsh Government, 2016).
In order to achieve the aim of  the improvement of a school set out in a SDP, it has been suggested that improving the daily work of individuals who work within the school is essential (Hanover Research, 2014). This partially involves individuals using the self-evaluative tool of action research to inform practice within a school (Bates & Watt, 2016). Thus, matching with one of School X’s priorities on their SDP which aims to further develop a professional learning model which enables teachers to demonstrate sustained highly effective practice.  A professional learning model for teachers involves teachers cognitively and emotionally both individually and collectively examining their own teaching practice and coming up with appropriate alternatives to either change and/or improve their practice (Avalos, 2011). Although it has been found that teachers prefer to conduct professional learning collectively rather than by themselves (Durksen, et al., 2017). In Wales, the definition provided, and further research matches the Welsh Government’s description of a ‘reflective practitioner’ (Jones, 2011). 

However, some studies have shown that collaboration is not prevalent in many schools (Lofthouse & Thomas, 2017) which may impact on a school’s professional learning model. When in place though, collaborative professional learning projects for teachers have been demonstrated to also improve student’s achievement the most within professional learning models which as a whole have been shown to have a positive impact on student achievement (Motoko & Liang, 2016). This has also been found to help contribute to wider school development within Wales (Jones, 2011). But it has also been suggested that professional learning development is done more effectively in informal, day-to-day conditions rather than rare formal conditions (Motoko & Liang, 2016). Therefore, suggesting professional learning models should be a day-to-day activity. However, internationally, the Organisation of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) found that teachers spend double the amount of time on individual activities such as lesson planning when compared to collaborative professional learning activities (OECD, 2015). Suggesting that teachers struggle to find informal and formal time to consider their own professional learning. In addition, the positive ramifications are dependent on the individual school’s conditions to support professional learning, for example the best researched case studies suggest a professional learning culture helps with the positive effects of professional learning models mentioned (Opfer & Pedder, 2010).

Developing an Action Point
Involving all stakeholders and the wider community in the SDP process, sees the production of an SDP being a combination of both a top-down approach and bottom-up approach to school development (Skedsmo & Huber, 2019). Involving all stakeholders has been shown to help create a more effective SDP (Education and Training Inspectorate, 2008).  A top-down approach to the SDP sees actions points in the SDP based on local and or national government policies or data-based policies (Skedsmo & Huber, 2019). This is illustrated in School X’s SDP for the years in between 2018 and 2021 as action points focus on government policies such as the new Welsh Curriculum and the Digital Competency Framework as suggested by Donaldson 2015 (School X, 2018) (Donaldson, 2015). In comparison, to a bottom-up approach, which is where policies are influenced more by employees and involves greater levels of collaboration between colleagues to influence these policies (Skedsmo & Huber, 2019). A bottom-up approach has influenced the SDP of School X as shown by the action point which is being looked at specifically in this report to ‘Further develop a professional learning model which enables teachers to demonstrate sustained highly-effective practice’ (School X, 2018). This action point is dependent on colleagues working by themselves or together to refine their practice and the sharing of excellent practice with one another (School X, 2018). 

Some studies have shown that a bottom-up approach is more successful when it comes to school development and student learning outcomes (Skedsmo & Huber, 2019). However, like with School X’s SDP, some studies have called for a combination of both a bottom-up approach and top-down approach to school development (Morgan, 1992). But, Morgan’s article can be considered outdated as it was written just under thirty years ago and it focuses on the K-12 system in America (Morgan, 1992). On the contrary, the article focuses on educational reform which is something pressing and relevant in Wales currently and in School X’s SDP in particular as it is a ‘Pioneer School’ which is already embedding the new Welsh curriculum in their SDPs action points (School X, 2018).

Additionally, School X’s SDP is dependent on contextual data to help support its action points. In the SDP, School X uses contextual data such as FSM, pupils with English as an Additional Language (EAL) and pupils with Special Educational Needs (School X, 2018). From this, School X were able to adapt their action point of ‘refine support provision so that it continues to support all learners, including those with the most complex needs, and enables them to effect positive change’. This matches of what is expected within a SDP by the Welsh Government, where contextual data helps inform the SDP (Welsh Government, 2014). However, School X does not provide access to all the data recommended by the Welsh Government such as the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) scores and pupils who are not in education, employment or training (NEET) (Welsh Government, 2014) (School X, 2018). On the other hand, School X does use performance related data such as Key Performance Indicators (KPI’S) to inform their own self-evaulation (School X, 2018) and this also provides other schools targets to compare themselves to, as recommended by the Welsh Government (Welsh Government, 2014). 

As discussed in the literature review, the use of self-evaluation within an SDP in turn should lead to a continuous improvement as schools themselves are best placed to identify their strengths and weaknesses (Education Authority Northern Ireland, 2020). School X provides clear evidence of self-evaluation of all their overarching aims with each section clearly evaluated whether successful or unsuccessful in achieving their targets (School X, 2018). This is extremely important as historically it has been found that the most successful and effective SDPs are the ones which include self-evaluation of previous targets and achievements (Education and Training Inspectorate, 2008). However, it is important to consider that the sources provided are based on a Northern Irish context on School Development Planning and findings in their studies may only be applicable to Northern Irish Schools, especially as the findings were based on qualitative data (Education and Training Inspectorate, 2008). 

Although, Northern Irish Schools have been using SDPs for longer than Wales and have produced greater levels of literature on them and their studies do provide strengths and weaknesses of SDPs (Education and Training Inspectorate, 2008). It is evident that School X use both data and Self-Evaulation as tools to inform their schools strategic planning and their action points within their SDP (School X, 2018). Strategic planning in schools has been defined as the analysis of a school and its environment and the formulation of a set of targets to help the school realise its vision within the context of its values and availability of resources (Davies, 1998). School X have used strategic planning within their SDP as they make it clear that their targets are influenced by Welsh Government policies such as the Welsh Curriculum and their targets can be deemed achievable and not unrealistic as they look for small but continual improvements (School X, 2018).

Reflection and Evaluation
Within School X’s strategic planning in their SDP is the target of further developing a professional learning model which enables teachers to demonstrate sustained highly effective practice (School X, 2018). School X has shown a commitment to achieving their target in their SDP as they have developed their own document detailing their approach to Professional Expertise for the current School Year (School X, 2019). The document details how the school aims to encourage their professional learning model for teachers through activities such as lesson observations, learning walks, book observations, self-evaluation and action research where the findings are presented to staff on INSET days (School X, 2019). This is extremely beneficial for School X’s professional learning model as the ability of professional learning models to be successful is often dependent on the school’s conditions to support professional learning (Opfer & Pedder, 2010). Additionally, research has identified that professional learning is mostly achieved within the classroom setting (Opfer & Pedder, 2010), something which School X takes into consideration (School X, 2019). Furthermore, in this document School X goes into greater detail about lesson observations and how they help encourage professional learning for their teachers as the teachers self-evaluate themselves and their practice based on the observation provided by their colleagues (School X, 2019). This collaboration in turn has been shown to have a positive impact on student’s achievements (Motoko & Liang, 2016). 

Moreover, School X also use these observations as part of the School’s Self-Evaluation for their SDP as enables them to identify common strengths and weaknesses in their teachers (School X, 2019). This is especially important for the trainee teachers and the newly qualified teachers within the school who are coached by more experienced teachers (School X, 2019). Coaching of staff has shown to be as effective as collaboration and helps develop teachers methods but also behaviour management techniques (Heineke, 2013). However findings in Wales, correspond with what has been found previously that collaborative professional learning activities can help with wider school development (Jones, 2011) therefore being more effective than coaching. Unlike, Heineke’s study from 2013 which was based on the America K-12 system (Heineke, 2013). 

However, School X’s School Development target of developing a Professional Learning Model is only focused on the teaching staff (School X, 2018). This may mean that School X is not achieving its full potential as studies have shown to encourage school improvement, a school should not be dependent on just its teaching staff (Bates & Watt, 2016). This is why some studies have called that all members of staff are encouraged to engage with professional learning models and development so that a culture of learning within the school can be developed and encourage further and wider school development (Bates & Watt, 2016). Although Bates and Watt’s study from 2016 does also call for a variety of professional learning activities to truly encourage a school development plan to be successful (Bates & Watt, 2016). This is something School X encourages within their professional learning model (School X, 2018). But it is something which needs to be applied to all staff.  However, ultimately School X have deemed their Professional Learning Model as successful by their own self-evaulation (School X, 2018).

Conclusion
This report has looked at the general planning process of schools within Wales by evaluating School X’s SDP. SDPs within Wales may be considered within their infancy when compared to other nations such as Northern Ireland (Education Authority Northern Ireland, 2020). However, School X’s SDP has shown that they can be extremely effective in promoting school development priorities whether that is based on top-down or bottom-up policies. This report in particular focused on the Professional Learning Model of School X’s teaching staff. Although, it is successful for the teaching staff as it encourages self-evaluation, collaboration and coaching which can lead to student achievement increasing (Motoko & Liang, 2016), School X does not encourage professional learning for all of its staff (School X, 2019). This may mean that School X is not completely fulling its potential as by encouraging professional learning for all staff, this can fully install a culture of learning within a school (Bates & Watt, 2016). This may have wider implications within Wales if Professional learning models are only considered for teaching staff. This report will influence my own professional learning in the future as it has provided me with the tools to assess how I will be able to improve my own teaching methods within a school. Furthermore, it will encourage me to look in detail at a SDP before taking a job within a school in Wales.                                           
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