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From school development plans to a 
strategic planning framework 
 
Brent Davies, International Leadership Centre, University of Hull 
Could you, as a school leader, say to the Ofsted inspector: “Sorry, we don’t have a school 
development plan because that is reductionist 20th-century thinking. What we have is a holistic 
21st-century strategic planning framework?” 

Abstract 

This paper argues that traditional approaches to school planning no longer serve the needs of 
schools. It argues that there should be a new way forward for schools seeking to meet the 
challenge of effective leadership and management in the new millennium. This would utilise the 
concept of ‘strategic intent’ encapsulated in a new model of planning which replaces the limited 
school development planning framework. 

Introduction 

The thicker the plan, the less it affects classroom practice. As the educational environment 
becomes more complex and the demands on schools increase, the solution cannot be longer 
and more detailed school plans. Much of the work on planning in schools has been linear and 
incremental in nature, and no longer meets the needs of schools. New demands and new times 
call for radical thinking. 

Developing a new planning framework for schools 

This paper puts forward a new model of planning for schools which suggests that they should 
operate three interactive planning strands: 

• First, schools need to be aware of longer-term, and often global, trends that will impact 
on the fundamental nature of learning and schools. To understand these factors, they 
need to use futures thinking in order to build a futures perspective in the school. 

• The second strand concerns strategy. Here it is important to see the building of strategic 
intent alongside traditional strategic planning. While the latter can cope with those 
challenges or activities that are predictable, the former is concerned with focusing on 
building, over the medium-term, capability in key areas of the school’s activity without the 
paranoia of trying to produce detailed plans that are rapidly overcome in a turbulent 
environment. 

• Third, the misnamed ‘development planning’ should be renamed operational target-
setting. School development planning is better articulated as operational target-setting 
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because the schools need to build operational targets, especially as a result of the 
government’s improvement agenda. 

This reconceptualised model of planning can be seen in the following diagram: 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The reconceptualised model of school planning 

The model should not be interpreted as a hierarchical one, but one in which the school is 
operating the three planning strands concurrently (four if ‘strategy’ is split into the two parts). 
Ideas flow between the strands, so it is important that the leader of the school and the staff in 
general are operating on all the strands and do not think of them as hierarchical or sequential. 

Futures perspectives 

It is important that any strategic or operational decisions are set in a futures context. The school 
needs to scan its long-term environment to identify the developing ideas and trends that will form 
the strategic agenda in the future. The important factor to consider is the child. Futures thinking 
should not be about some abstract future but related to the child. The three- year-old that starts 
nursery in 2001 will be in that primary school in 2009. What is the school planning to offer that 
child – the child that is already there – in the final year with them? The same analogy fits a 
secondary school with an 11-year-old starting school at the same time. Putting both primary and 
secondary stages together, then, 15 years is only the length of one child’s educational journey. 
(For a more detailed account of the concept of futures thinking, see Davies and Ellison, 1999.) 

Strategic intent 

Strategic intent is described by Boisot (1995, p 36) as “a process of coping with turbulence 
through a direct, intuitive understanding, emanating from the top of the firm and guiding its 
efforts”. 
The value of strategic intent as a concept is that it involves a radical improvement, but with the 
acceptance that it is setting key areas of achievement where precise articulation of detail is not 
possible. It forces the organisation to be imaginative and inventive in seeking new ways to 
create capability and to achieve goals. Intent does not involve every single aspect of the 
school’s activity. Many tasks and activities that are of an incremental and linear nature will be 
undertaken through the strategic planning process. Many key fundamental or radical 
developments will not, however, fit into this incremental process. This is where strategic intent 
comes into its own. 

Futures perspective

Strategic intent 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Strategic plan 

Operational target-setting plans

5–15 years 

3–5 years 

1–2 years 
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The development of a number of strategic intents will allow a school to concentrate on the major 
aim of ‘leveraging up’ performance to a significantly higher level by building capability in the 
organisation. The school would set itself a limited number of strategic intents (a maximum of 
five), and these would be expressed in concrete terms. They are not vague visions but specific 
areas of activity. The leader in the school would be aware of areas for fundamental change and 
improvement, and would know what he or she wanted to achieve, but would not immediately 
know how to achieve them. The challenge is living with that ambiguity while organisational 
capability is developed first to understand the nature and dimensions of the problem area and 
then to build solutions. Strategic intent is about tackling deep-seated cultural change and 
fundamental rethinking by first building organisational capability and competencies, rather then 
by assuming that the school has a set of simple linear plans that it can put into action. This 
capability enhancement is based on increased knowledge and understanding as to how to 
perform at a higher level as well as what to perform. 

So, for example, a strategic intent could be “to create a high success and expectation culture in 
the school”. There must be a process of cultural understanding as to what is really meant by 
success. Does every teacher have the same understanding of success? As a child, when I 
received 2 out of 10 for a spelling test and the following term received 3 out of 10, has my 
performance increased by 50 per cent or am I still in the very poor category? Are we using the 
concept of personal best for each child or summative assessment, or both? If every teacher 
does not share a common understanding, then constant messages will not be built in the culture 
of the school to motivate children. So a simple question like “what is success?” leads to a 
fundamental review of what it means to create a success culture in a school. It is vital to build 
common understanding and meaning before the planning process begins, rather than simply 
aiming to increase marginally the number of pass grades. This is a very difficult reculturing 
process. 
A school will need to establish key areas of intent that will focus attention and enable it to build 
capability in those areas, so that the journey of reaching them will flesh out the detail. What 
would this look like? Brentwich School, after undertaking a futures awareness training session 
and an extensive strategic analysis, decided to focus on building strategic intent in the following 
areas: 

Table 1: Strategic intents for a school 

Strategic intents for the school 

1. Create a high expectation and success culture 

2. Link home and school through the development of a learning community 

3. Establish technology-based individual learning for all pupils 

4. Build leadership in-depth throughout the staff 

5. Design and implement accurate performance indicators and hold everyone accountable for them 
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The school then articulated a series of capability-building measures to work on in the next three 
to five years. This will either produce capability for action which can be translated into a 
definable plan, or it will have redefined the challenge, and more capability-building will have to 
take place before the achievement of the intent is possible. These challenging intents are seen 
as a framework and capability-building agenda for the school to work through. The outcome in 
detailed terms and the means of achieving it will be worked out during the five-year time frame. 
A strategic intent template, with three elements which a school could use to record the outcomes 
of this process, is shown next using the following categories: 

1. a description of the strategic intent 

2. an outline of the measures that are necessary to build capability to achieve that intent 
over a period of time 

3. an outcome record relating to the level of understanding reached, so that the school can 
now plan its strategy in definitive terms, or redefine its intent for further capability-building 
measures 

Table 2: Strategic intent framework 

Move to strategic plan 

or Intent Capability-building 
measures 

reformulate intent 

Create a high 
expectation and 
success culture 

i define success 
ii celebrate success 
iii communicate 
targets 
iv establish a no- 
failure culture –
personal best! 
v find something for 
each child to 
succeed at 
vi establish staff 
training to ensure the 
school reinforces the 
positive 
vii focus success on 
teams 
viii establish time 
period for activities 
and review date 

At the end of the time period 
 
EITHER 
capability will be established so that a clear 
understanding in detailed terms will be established, 
and the school can move on to the strategic 
planning process in this area. This means that the 
what of capability-building measures turns into the 
how of strategic planning. 
 
OR 
the capability-building measures reframe the 
question of what should be investigated so that a 
more focused capability-building approach follows 
on. 
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Achieving a specific strategic intent involves significant creativity with respect to means. Most 
importantly, it provides a framework and a set of goals for those inside the school to measure 
their contribution. This can create tensions, because there is inevitably a mismatch between the 
current resource base and the articulated set of strategic intents. It is also the case that no one 
has a precise map of what the intent will look like in five years’ time, so the senior leadership in 
the school has to give a great deal of attention to managing the journey. As such, strategic intent 
sets a series of challenges which are followed by a succeeding series of challenges. By 
definition, leadership is more prescriptive about ends and very flexible about the means to those 
ends. Thus, Table 2 provides a useful exemplar of the difference, ie creating a success culture in 
a school as against a marginal improvement in performance by using traditional approaches. 

Strategic planning 

This involves the more predictable and definable activities in the planning process. What would 
a strategic plan look like in a school? Instead of being the traditional list of tasks to be done, it 
would aggregate these numerous activities into a limited number of strategic areas. Indeed, 
traditional school development plans have not been strategic: they have only listed activities, 
curriculum, staffing, equipment etc in one place, failing to integrate these activities around the 
core purpose of the school. They could be considered input budgets and not directly related to 
educational outputs. To switch to an output framework it is important to focus on the core 
purpose of the school, the learning outcomes, as the first strategic planning area, followed by 
the support for the quality of the learning and teaching processes to achieve this and, finally, by 
the third area which comprises a number of management arrangements that underpin the 
activities above. The strategic planning activities which are undertaken are definable and 
achievable within a given time frame with a defined level of resources. For the senior leaders in 
the school it is a benchmark against which to measure individual yearly progress, and is a 
framework for re-articulating and refocusing those individual year targets as progress either 
exceeds or falls short of that which was planned. 
The use of the three strategic planning areas allows the strategic leader to monitor a limited 
number of strategic plans – no more than three in each category, giving nine major strategic 
planning activities. In order to ensure that the projects are progressed, the following information 
will be needed for each: 

• Time frame – when will that part of the strategic plan be achieved?  
• Who has overall responsibility for the project?  

• What are the costs involved, and how will they be spread over the time period?  
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Table 3: Proforma for a strategic plan 

Strategic planning area 
Strategic 
planning 
activities 

Time 
frame Responsibility Cost 

The learning outcomes: pupil progress 
and achievement         

Support for the quality of learning and 
teaching processes         

Management arrangements: physical 
and financial resources, school structure 
and organisation 

       

 

Operational target-setting 

It could be argued that what schools have, of late, been calling strategic plans are, in fact, 
detailed operational plans. Adding a third or fourth year of detail onto a two-year development 
plan does not make it strategic – it just makes it a wish list. Strategy deals with aggregated 
broad information over a three- to five-year period. School development plans can only deal with 
the detail in the short term. There is now a very strong emphasis on the achievement of specific 
attainment targets and on the provision of value for money. Therefore, in the new model, the 
one- to two-year plans are designated as operational target-setting plans. Schools need to set 
out plans at whole-school, curriculum area and individual levels, which will ensure that 
challenging targets are met in a cost-effective manner. The key factor in this process is that, at 
the curriculum area or individual level, staff have to articulate how they are going to contribute to 
whole-school targets as well as develop specific targets for that area. Examining this in more 
detail at the level of middle management and the individual staff member would provide the 
following activities: the middle manager (such as the head of department in a secondary school 
or the curriculum/key stage leader in a primary school) would first be required to articulate a plan 
for that curricular area which specified how it was going to contribute to whole-school plans and 
then – and only then – articulate plans about the specific development of that curricular area. 
This can be seen in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: The types of operational target-setting plans (adapted from Davies and 
Ellison, 1999) 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Conclusion 

The challenge for the 21st-century school leader is to consider whether traditional school 
development planning or strategic planning is adequate for the planning needs of a school. To a 
large degree it could be argued that they are not. Schools need to be shielded from demands to 
extend their operational plans by a year or two in the mistaken view that this makes them 
strategic. Instead, the operational plans need to be refocused to concentrate on explicit learning 
outcomes for pupils. The role of strategic planning should be rethought. This paper argues that 
strategic intent can be utilised as a means of increasing organisational capability to cope 
successfully with managing in times of great turbulence. As a result, the three-strand model is 
one which provides a framework for meeting the complexities of planning that schools have to 
meet and overcome, and should be seriously considered. Then you really could say to the 
Ofsted inspector “Sorry, we don’t have a school development plan ...” 
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