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9 June 2023 

Dear Principal,  

 

Guidance to Boards of Governors and Schools on School Development Planning 

 

Introduction 

 

1. The purpose of this guidance is to provide clarification to Boards of Governors and 

schools in relation to the requirements of school development planning for 2023/24. 

 

2. It is being issued in accordance with Article 13(2)(b)(i) of the 1998 Order which requires 

a Board of Governors, in preparing or revising a School Development Plan (SDP), to 

consider any guidance given by the Department of Education (DE), the Education 

Authority and (in the case of a Catholic maintained school) the Council for Catholic 

Maintained Schools. 

 

3. The SDP is an important vehicle for school improvement, communicating a coherent, 

shared vision for the development work of a school with all members of its community. 

 

School Improvement 

 

4. Every School a Good School – A Policy for School Improvement emphasises that 

schools themselves are best placed to identify areas for improvement and to 

implement changes that can bring about better outcomes for pupils.  A copy of the 

policy is available on the DE internet site at; https://www.education-

ni.gov.uk/articles/every-school-good-school-esags. 

 

5. Effective self-evaluation should be an integral part of the school development 

planning process with the resulting actions and targets that flow from it captured in 

the School Development Plan (SDP). 

 

School development planning requirements 

 

6. SDPs should be living documents which set out the ‘roadmap’ for the three years 

ahead with a focus on the school’s key priorities, identified following a process of self-
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evaluation.  Each year the Board of Governors should review the progress that has 

been made against the SDP and revise it, as they consider necessary.   
 

7. DE had previously relaxed requirements around School Development Planning taking 

into account the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic.  Some schools may have already 

developed a transitional one-year plan for 2023/24 and others have maintained or 

returned to a three-year planning cycle.  For 2023/24, it is a requirement for schools 

to develop a transitional one-year plan as a minimum.  However, schools are 

encouraged to now return to a three-year school development planning cycle.  

Moving forward all schools should have a three-year plan in place from the 2024/25 

academic year, subject to outcomes of planned reviews outlined below.   

 

8. The Department has commenced an End-to-End Review of School Improvement, 

which will fundamentally consider DE’s policy in relation to school improvement.  The 

Review will include consideration of the School Development Planning process.  

 

9. Furthermore, a Review of the Accountability Framework progressed as part of the 

commitments made in the Teachers’ Pay and Workload Agreement 2017-19 has 

recently been completed.  This examined the potential to streamline the School 

Development Planning process going forward.  The review report is currently being 

considered by the Teachers’ Negotiating Committee (TNC) and will be used to inform 

the End-to-End Review of School Improvement.  DE will engage with school leaders 

as that review progresses.  

 

10. Boards of Governors and schools should continue to take a pragmatic approach to 

school development planning, ensuring that the process is useful in supporting the 

work of the school and that it is manageable. 

 

11. The SDP does not need to be an extensive document. It should bring together, in a 

clear and simple way, the school’s priorities, based on robust self-evaluation and taking 

account of the context of the school; the actions and resources that it will deploy to 

deliver these and the key outcomes it intends to achieve. 

 

12. It is important for schools to have a SDP which is developed, implemented and 

reviewed with input and feedback from key stakeholders and formally approved by the 

Board of Governors.  

 

13. Consultation will form part of the school development planning process, with schools 

likely to consult digitally, perhaps through the use of online questionnaires or focus 

groups using digital platforms. 

 

 

 

 



 

Target Setting 

 

14. The unique circumstance of COVID-19 disruption and the use of alternative awarding 

arrangements has created a complex environment for target setting, and schools are 

encouraged to utilise the wide range of internal assessment data available.   

 

15. When setting targets for improvement, schools will wish to take into account a range 

of factors, including: 

 

i) the priorities set out in the School Development Plan; 

ii) the context within which the school is operating; 

iii) overall performance and the gap between the highest and lowest achievers, 

between the most and least disadvantaged pupils and between girls and boys; 

and 

iv) the prior attainment of each year group when setting attainment targets 

 

16. There are many useful ways of measuring performance which take account of the 

school’s circumstances and individual context and seek to measure the value-added 

dimension.  The Governors, working with the Principal, must decide which key 

indicators they wish to monitor and make arrangements for the Principal to provide the 

appropriate data at suitable times.   

 

17. Once approved, a copy of the SDP should be issued to each member of the Board of 

Governors, the Principal and each member of staff. It should also be accessible to 

parents. A copy of the SDP should be sent to the Education Authority and, in the case 

of Catholic maintained schools, to CCMS. 

 

Further information and support 

 

18. Schools can also seek advice and support in their school development planning from 

the Education Authority’s School Development Service and, in the case of Catholic 

maintained schools, CCMS. Support and assistance on managing data is also 

available from the Education Authority’s C2K service. 

 

Enquiries 

 

19. Any enquiries about this guidance should be directed to School Improvement Team in 

the Department at DEsit@education-ni.gov.uk 

 

Yours faithfully, 

 
JEFF BROWN 

School Improvement Team 
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