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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.

	Within the assignment, how a school strategically develops a School Development Plan (SDP) will be explored and discussed. One aspect of the SDP will be focused on for the purpose of the assignment and due to the extensive size critically reflecting and evaluating upon how a school strategically develops their SDP. Through the assignment the SDP discussed will be kept confidential and anonymous and the school shall be referred as school ‘X’ (BERA 2018). School ‘X’ lists 1,156 pupils between the ages 11-18, it is a bilingual school that serves a small town and the surrounding rural area within the heart of Carmarthenshire. According to school ‘X’ ESTYN report (2017) 48% of the pupils come from homes where the predominant language spoken is English whilst 30% come from Welsh speaking homes although 55% of the school population can speak Welsh and few students speak English as an additional language. However, it must be taken into account that the school ESTYN report and figures are based on a 2017 inspection report and not that of the year in which the assignment has been evaluated and therefore may not give a true reflection of today’s environment especially when an ongoing priority of the school is to welcome students from Ukraine highlighting that there may be an increase in students speaking English or Welsh as an additional language. After evaluating the school’s development plan, I have decided to focus on the priority of developing bilingualism and the use of the Welsh language.

	The term School Development Plan can also be referred as a School Improvement Plan with the Welsh Government (2014) listing such a term to highlight the ‘school’s strategic approach in planning for improvement’ stating the processes and actions a school plan on undertaking to meet the school’s specific individualised need and priorities in the form of a live working document for all to see with the aim of improving learner’s outcomes. Hopkins et all (2014) supports the above definition and argues the plan to bring together the priorities of the school and identify targets in an effective manner. Furthermore Fidler (2002) elaborates on the positive fundamental impact a plan can have in aiding and moving schools forward positively. Furthermore, Fidler (2002) states improvement can bring change and change cannot be rushed and will require preparation and planning to be implemented with a positive purpose and aim. Fidler continues to argue that through a sequence of stages, improvement will be accomplished, describing a school’s aims as a strength due to the school realising the need to improve and work towards improvement through change, school identifies areas of improvement in the best interest of the students and work towards implementing strategical improvements successfully.
	
	 According to Haynes (1996) a school development plan can be defined as a systematic, collaborative, and an ongoing process schools produce to establish school improvement and thereby should look different in every school. Furthermore Bell (1998), suggests SDP allow for new changes successfully to better the learning environment, teaching, and standards. Additionally, McNamara (2002) encourages the use of an SDP to provide schools the ability to address their prioritisations and needs, however, to avoid compromising McNamara suggests schools require planning cycles around their aims and morals and thereby discusses an SDP to have the ability to continuously change. The work of Hargreaves (1995) supports such claims and states SDP’s to be an extremely beneficial tool for schools, due it its ability to allow practitioners to collaboratively work together and establish realistic strategies to reach targets and school priorities. Regarding working collaboratively, Curry (2007) argues despite numerous theorists believing such plans to be carried out and implemented by those in charge, Curry (2007) advocates an SDP process provided opportunities for all practitioners to gain access and collaborate in the attempt of achieving the targets set. Despite providing numerous positive aspects the development and creation of an SDP can be a difficult process yet an extremely important process. Xaba (2006) states the process of creating a SDP to be a technical process and require practitioners to have vast knowledge, skill, and experience to create.

	 Meyers and VanGronigen (2019) criticises the worth of an SDP and claim that the quality of SDP’s can be inadequate with individuals who are responsible for developing certain areas to lack the skills to develop, underlining possibilities that school leaders may not know how to implement development successfully or know what a high standard SDP look like, however the Welsh Government (2014) state within their guidance SDP responsibilities can be shared across the staff team to suit staff strengths in implementing and developing. However, Bell (2002) argues that SDPs could be inflexible and rigid due to such plans being associated with compliance and stakeholder participation instead of improving performance. As such the newly promoted requirement of SDP can aid the implementation of specific developments and reduce time wasting. Previously, before schools received ESTYN inspections, schools were required to provide a self-evaluation report that promoted the school and lists what needed to improve. This approach worked in schools where leaders understood that reliable information in a self-evaluation report was a gateway to improvement. Due to such worries ESTYN (2019) felt the need for change and removed the need for a self-reflective report as the time invested in writing reports doesn’t always represent good value in improvement and place a burden on schools. ESTYN support the change to process-driven evaluation such as SDP a part of a system-wide improvement enabling schools to focus on things that will make a difference in learners’ education. Limitations such as insufficient time and other pressures of the roles within schools and their impacts could hinder the ability of achieving the goals set within the SDP, although it can be argued impossible to monitor staff engagement towards achieving targets set within the plan and thereby a worrying factor when numerous studies emphasised ‘all staff to be responsible for ensuring the development set within the plan are implemented and achieved’ (Hirsh, 2016. Davies and Ellison, 2003 and Lasley, 2012). 

	To contrast, Meyers and VanGronigen (2019) challenge the idea of all staff acknowledging the need of specific change for improvement and implement the required change with the perception of achieving the target set. Like Meyers and VanGronigen (2019), Fernandez (2011) expresses concerns on how effective the SDP can be warning little research has been undertaken into the effectiveness of a SDP, however, allow schools the ability to scrutinize their practice and performance which could lead to identifying the need for improvement. Although a valid concern, Edmonds (1982) supports the need for SDP and argues that such plans will focus and prioritise upon improving the performance of the school and the pupils within highlighting the SDP as a crucial part in improving the school effectively. Edmonds research can be found to shadow within far recent perspectives with Ettinger (2015) highlighting a strong relationship between schools who developed SDP and the impact had on learning and teaching to improve pupil performance in comparison to school that did not implement an SDP. 
	Whilst there remains a debate on the effectiveness of a SDP an agreement can be concurred that schools are required to consistently evaluate, reflect, and monitor its success or lack of. The self-improving system set by the Welsh Government (2021) requires schools to be aware of their strengths, realise the area for improvement and identify to provide appropriate provisions can be made to provide change and continue to build upon such areas whilst involving the pupils, school staff, governing body, community, and parents. 

	The Welsh Government (2014) imply there are four essential stages that are vital for schools to implement throughout their SDP planning cycle. Therefore, school X identify the need to develop and improve bilingualism and the use of the Welsh language within the school.
	
	The first of the four stages can be seen as a self-evaluation, reflecting on the school’s performance, and establishing steps to move the school forwards with the goal of improving for the better. Such stage can be highlighted a crucial aspect in identifying where the school is currently at and how to move forward whilst establishing the school’s strength and weakness, (Day and Sammons, 2016). Through looking at previous Estyn inspection reports school X were able to carry out such stage through considering the recommendations set within, as well as the overall report for establishing strengths and area for development. The Estyn (2019) report states the performance of students undertaking Welsh as a first language at GCSE can be seen well below that in other similar schools and further report opportunities could be established to improve the use of the Welsh language within pupils and staff. Further methods such as questionnaire to staff and parents on whether school’s use of the Welsh language can be improved on. Such aspects involve a whole school approach in collecting the data required to drive action within the SDP and therefore establish a bottom-up approach where the data and views are collected and feed back to the upper staff team with the goal for improvement. However, while questionnaires provide several positive reasons for using, they also have the potential to be dishonest due to respondents not being truthful or participants ignoring questions and therefore the data collected may not show a true reflection and difficult to analysis. UNESCO (2017) summaries a bottom-up approach to use observation, analysis, and consultation to understand the motivations, opinions and needs of stakeholders such as the teachers, pupils and parents, as the words suggest, the information gained to make decisions or review flow from the bottom to the top whilst piercing together to form an understanding of different systems at the top of the school. Such approaches provide advantages of combining motivating experience and expertise of all within the school, however Lodge et al (2018) too many individuals inputting to a system can cause misconceptions and lack of understanding whilst moving away from the intended target.

	The second development lists an action strategic plan to involve the schools’ partners and stakeholders whereby an agenda is produced to meet the SDP goals. The OECD (2022) highlights stakeholders such as the parents, school councils, the school community and teachers establish crucial information in shaping a plan with school X engaging in such method and establishing councils within the school and community for different agenda such as the ‘Cyngor Cymreictod’ that emphasise the importance of the Welsh language and work towards improving the use of the Welsh language between their peers and the whole school whilst working with outside agencies in the community such as ‘Menter Iaith’. However, there remains little parental involvement for improving the use of the Welsh language a vital aspect with evidence suggesting parental engagement to have a positive significant impact on a child’s learning (Goodall, 2017) with further evidence indicating such engagement to improve literacy (Van Voorhis et al. 2013) and better attendance (McConnell and Kubina, 2014). Both Piaget and Vygotsky identifies parental involvement within their Sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978) and Cognitive Development Theory (Piaget, 1981) to be a crucial factor for a child to develop and achieve within his social development theory. Parent involvement within the whole school process from the development of the SDP to activities such as interacting with activities and homework provide a platform for meaningful interaction between the school, pupils, and parents whereby children can build knowledge physically and socially (Bailey, Silvern, Brabham, & Ross, 2004). Further theorists such as Bronfenbrenner argue within his Ecological Systems Theory (1986) that a child’s school experience involves a wider circle than that of the teacher and school to also include a wider circle of system of their community, family, and involvement from parent. Therefore, both theorists, highlight theoretical support for the idea of parental involvement within a child’s education and the development of SDP as highlighted within the Welsh Governments (2014) guidance for SDP. A further method in which school ‘X’ implemented the second stage was by identifying and setting targets to meet the set outcome and allocating a budget if required. An example of such methods within school ‘X’ SDP was to allocate two staff member the opportunity to take a year’s sabbatical to learn the Welsh language as the school highlighted the need for a higher percent of staff to be bilingual within the school and in doing so allocated £20,932 for the staff member to go on a course on a local University scheme.

	The third essential stage of developing an action plan can be seen as of crucial importance within the Welsh Governments (2014) guidance and requires undertaking any improvements required whilst outlining the designated staff member to be responsible for implementing effectively. Such stage within school ‘X’ can be shared across the upper staff team member or an individual who specialises within the field of development identified for each improvement with additional time away from the classroom for those responsible to develop such action. 

	Reviewing the impact can be seen as the final stage of developing an action plan. According to the Education and Training Inspectorate (2007) stakeholders are required to have a proactive role in assessing the actions and targets within an SDP through revieing whether the actions impacted positively or negatively. The above process can be seen to be carried out by school ‘X’ through allocating additional time for educational practitioners to assess and monitor whether the actions have had an impact on the Welsh language through reviewing data and discussing their findings with stakeholders and reviewing after every term. Furthermore, school ‘X’ can be seen to use a traffic light system to review the actions made and whether such action has been achieved (Green), in the process of implementing (Yellow) or yet to start the action (Red) with the responsible staff member reviewing the action after every term. 
Whilst reviewing school ‘X’ SDP there is no prepared action if the action listed cannot be achieved due to aspects such as lack of staff engagement. However, despite this School ‘X’ clearly identify and outline a designated individual within the previous stage who would demand such action to be implemented by the whole school environment and in doing so ensure such actions develop and run as smoothly as possible.

Local authorities put in force new regulations within their Welsh in Education Strategic Plan (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2020) in 2020 to better support schools to develop the Welsh language within their area to develop the Welsh Government (2017) Cymraeg 2050 strategic plan and ambition for more than one million individuals to be able to speak Welsh. Therefore, such strategies can be seen to drive actions within School ‘X’ SDP and list one long term action of the school would be to develop the school from its status of a category 2B bilingual school to a category T3 Welsh medium school. Such action would involve a fast improvement on the number of students undertaking their education through the medium of Welsh and require several staff to also learn the Welsh language. Therefore school ‘X’ identifies the need for staff development and allocate opportunities for all staff to develop their Welsh language twice a month and during HMS training days as well as providing funding for two staff members to take a sabbatical to learn the Welsh language and achieve a level three standard listed within the Welsh Language Skills in the Workplace framework (Welsh Government, 2017). In providing such training the school aim to create more opportunities for students to study GCSE and A Level subject through the medium of Welsh. However, it can be argued with 30% of the staff team within school ‘X’ currently unable to speak Welsh such action would require a long period of time to implement, and all staff members may not engage and wish to learn the Welsh language. 

	Through critically evaluating and exploring school ‘X’ SDP a clear outline of the importance such plan could have on the school and how improving a school provides learners with greater learning experiences and therefore impact pupil outcomes. Due to each SDP be personalised to the school and its surrounding community such actions within impact students regardless of their background and circumstances whilst aspiring towards achieving high standards throughout. As such an SDP works alongside the new curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) and plays a pivotal role in ensuring schools support and progress all within whilst linking to the four purposes of the curriculum. 
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Another way in which school ‘X’ carried out this stage was by setting out expected targets,
outcomes and strategies in order to meet these. For example, during an inset day, school ‘X’
staff members participated in a training session provided by an external company which
focused on recognising those who may need well-being provisions. The final way in which
school ‘X’ carried out this stage was by setting out an allocated budget of £5000 to set up
and resource the well-being provisional room to be ready for the start of the next academic
term
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