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Introduction 

"If we teach today as we taught yesterday, we rob our children of tomorrow" - Dewey, J. (1916) 
This quote encapsulates the importance of reflection and setting new targets within schools so they can provide the best learning experience for their learners. A school development plan (SDP) does exactly this. A SDP is a school's strategic plan for improvement (Welsh Government, 2014). The document is created by the headteacher and school stakeholders. It is a collaborative document that reflects on the previous year and outlines the needs, priorities, and targets of the school for the next three years and how to achieve them. Hopkins (1995) says that simple, clear targets and priorities are needed for an effective school development plan. How a school decides on its priorities should address national priorities (Welsh Government, 2014), but it can also be very individualistic depending on the needs of the school.
 
Within this assignment, I will reflect on how a school may develop one aspect of their SDP. The SDP I will be referring to comes from my placement school; to align with BERA (2018), I will anonymise all information and refer to the school as School X. School X is a large English-medium secondary school in South Wales. School X has a 35.7% free school meal (FSM) percentage (Welsh government, 2023a), considerably higher than the Welsh national average. The school is also situated in an area with high levels of deprivation. The aspect I have chosen to focus on is the SDP priority of inclusion. This aspect closely relates to “healthy, confident individuals,” which is one of the four purposes at the heart of the curriculum for Wales (Donaldson, 2015).



Literature review 909

In education, “inclusion” describes the right to access mainstream education regardless of race, gender, disability, or other needs. It is about giving equal access and opportunities to all learners (Hudson, 2022). In Wales, schools must adhere to inclusive practices, including a curriculum that promotes inclusivity and initiatives to enhance teaching and awareness of equality issues. (Welsh Government, 2016)
 
School X's priority of inclusion is a whole school target for inclusion, with the aim by 2025 for ‘almost all learners to thrive as a result of enriching and worthwhile learning pathways that ensure happiness and success’. School X holds the belief, concurrent with Booth and Ainscow (2002), that inclusion should be for all and should concern ‘overcoming barriers to learning and development’ for all children. Although in school X’s SDP there is still a particular focus within the priority of inclusion on ALN learners, the impacts of poverty and reducing fixed term exclusions (FTE). 

A policy that is directly influencing school X's priority to improve the universal provision of ALN learners is the Welsh ALN Reform (2018). This national policy promotes inclusivity and mandates that all schools should deliver appropriate support provision for learners with ALN. It outlines that all ALN learners from 0–25 will have provision and Individual Development Plans (IDPs) tailored to meet their specific needs (Welsh government, 2020). The ALN reform in Wales offers a strong legislative framework for supporting children with ALN, according to the Welsh government (2023), but practical implementation reveals inconsistencies and challenges, particularly in defining ALN and funding, which presents a notable gap between theory and implementation of ALN provisions. Chris Haines (2023) argues that the reform is inadequate due to the lack of funding to support learners with ALN. Although one possible perspective is that the transition to inclusive education is a long process (Kirillova and Faizrakhmanova, 2016) and that it is important to allow time for theory and practice to reflect each other, School X recognizes the importance of the ALN reform and catering to the needs of ALN learners, with approximately 8.5% of its learners requiring ALN support, signifying the importance of implementing strategies and providing opportunities for inclusion and equity. 

Providing professional development opportunities for staff to enhance their knowledge and skills in supporting learners with diverse learning needs is one way to ensure inclusion. UNESCO (2020) emphasises teachers’ role as “active agents” of educational development; this supports the idea that teachers need training to deliver lessons that are accessible for all. Studies have found that providing teachers with ALN training creates more positive attitudes and can make a difference in combining theory and the implementation of inclusive strategies (Male, 2011; Grindal et al., 2016). However, this research is outdated, and it could be suggested that staff training doesn’t have as significant an impact. Yet, a Census (2021) survey (Amber Jordan, 2022) found that learners perceived their school as being inclusive if staff were ‘friendly, understanding, accommodating, and caring’. Also, satisfaction with ALN provisions in school was found highest by parents when they felt staff understood and empathised with their children’s difficulties (Whitaker, 2007). Strengthening the idea that training staff in Aln promotes awareness, inclusive teaching practices, and differentiated instruction to improve the academic and social inclusion of all learners.

An additional approach schools use to employ inclusion is ALN rooms, also known as Additional Learning Needs resource bases, which have been established within schools to provide specialised support and resources for ALN learners and support mental health needs. Research indicates that these dedicated spaces offer protective features such as a safe space, targeted intervention, and curriculum flexibility (Bond & Hebron, 2016; Croydon et al., 2019). A space of refuge from mainstream busyness is a recurring positive found by implementing these rooms (Birkett, McGrath, and Tucker 2022). In spite of this, critics raise concerns about potential segregation and stigma associated with ALN-designated spaces (Foucault, 2003). However, it is important to acknowledge that these concerns stem from outdated concepts. ALN learners use these spaces as well as mainstream classrooms, as highlighted by the Welsh government. 
 
In addition, schools also implemented inclusion by focusing on disengaged learners. Fixed-term exclusions (FTE) have emerged as a significant challenge in School X's efforts to promote inclusion, with a notable increase in FTE rates in recent years (Welsh Government, 2021a). This trend disproportionately affects boys and learners with ALN (McCluskey et al., 2016). Interventions aimed at reducing FTE, such as alternative inclusive interventions and reset rooms, have contributed to a positive school climate and fostered a sense of belonging for all students (Messiou and Ainscow, 2021).

There is also evidence that the implementation of inclusive education can be compromised by factors such as lack of education support, high pupil / teacher ratios and funding (Kubacka and D'Addio, 2020). We have seen this problem time and time again. Cole (2005) highlighted fears that time for delivering ALN support was decreasing and ALN needs were increasing, “fearing that one day something important will be missed." This quote is almost 20 years old, and we are still seeing these issues even with the new reform. A recent article on ITV News (2023) underscores the need for changes to ensure better support for ALN learners in Wales, particularly in bilingual schools. This implies an acknowledgement from the Welsh government that schools require more support to effectively deliver ALN support, which is needed to address the challenges and work towards providing effective inclusive education.



Developing an action point 731

When creating a SDP, the Welsh government (2014) suggests that schools should follow a four-step process to effectively outline targets and actions. 
 
The SDP process starts with self-evaluation. The Welsh Government (2014) outlines that self-evaluation is key to assessing the schools performance, identifying their strengths, improvements, and actions to make said improvements. This enables schools to take accountability for their actions each year and produce a more ‘organic’ SDP (Nelson et al., 2015). To guide the school's self-evaluation, they may use the questions provided by Estyn (2014); “How well are we doing? How do we know? How can we improve things further?” to start the self reflection process. Nonetheless, whilst self-reflection is recommended, there has been plentiful research that errors can be made when evaluating our own abilities, attributes, and future behaviour, resulting in biases (Leduc and Bouffard 2017). Although in the SDP evaluation process, schools will look at both quantitative and qualitative data in the area of inquiry, effective use of this data will result in a ‘robust self-evaluation’ (Welsh government 2014). School ‘X’ carried out this stage by looking at their data to inform them of how they could improve their ALN provision and continue the principles of inclusion. School X looked at their learner population and ALN, FSM, and RADY data. To effectively analyse data, they decided to buy a SMID packet to digest data easier and have the ability for all teachers to understand the barriers to learning for learners in each of their classes, in turn improving inclusion. 
 
The second stage of this process is “strategic planning." Schools need to identify measurable, clear, and manageable targets before proceeding with their self-evaluation processes (Welsh government 2021b). Collaboration is key within this second stage; all school partners and stakeholders should be involved (Welsh government, 2014). School staff, learners, parents, and local authorities are some of the stakeholders that should be involved. The Welsh Government (2014) says that this is essential to ensuring that everyone has a commitment to the school achieving its targets. Working in collaboration is argued to lead to the successful achievement of goals (Bradley 1988). During collaboration, schools should set ‘challenging but realistic priorities’ (Welsh government 2014). Within the priority; plans to get there, budgets, staff involved, and intended impact should be outlined. School X carried this out by identifying six priorities, matching each one to one of the four purposes, and outlining how they fit into each Estyn inspection area. In each priority, staff were allocated, made aware of roles, and given budgets so that targets could be met. 

The third stage of this process is “making improvements or action.”. This means putting into practice the actions and strategies outlined in the SDP (Welsh Government, 2014). It is argued that a strategic plan must be constantly monitored, improved, and implemented to be effective (Patterson et al, 1986, p.115). This parallels Welsh government  guidelines that state this section should contain 'clear details of responsibilities, accountability, actions, and timescales in order to avoid confusion and ensure actions are being taken' (Welsh Government 2014, p16). To ensure these guidelines are met, School X made sure all of these details are clear. In their priority of inclusion, they clearly present their improvement objective of ‘Continue to Develop as an Inclusive School'. They then outline the actions they will take to meet this with clear timestamps and budgets to achieve targets. 
 
The final stage of the process is the “reviewing impact” phase. Schools will review their SDPs annually; however, the Welsh government (2014, p17) suggests that SDPs should be considered as live documents that are regularly monitored to ensure efficiency and up-to-date context. School X’s SDP is a collaborative open document that is continually being added to. A member of School X staff said that ‘it makes sure every implementation is documented, making the annual self-evaluation process more efficient to see if we have met our targets’. School X has met many of their inclusion targets at this point in time, such as reducing FTEs, running alternative courses for ALN learners, and implementing inclusive strategies. However, by 2025, they predict that they will meet their inclusion target of ‘almost all pupils will thrive as a result of an enriching and worthwhile learning pathway that ensures happiness and success’. I believe they set the target as ‘Almost’ and not ‘All’ as School X understands that even with inclusive provisions some learners will benefit from alternative provisions. 


Reflection and evaluation 664

The SDP produced by School X extends across three academic years (September 2022–25), in line with Welsh Government requirements (2014). School X has clearly used guidance outlined by the Welsh Government (2021b) to work towards the curriculum for Wales (2022) and make the four purposes at the heart of teaching and learning by linking each priority to one of Donaldson’s four purposes (2015). School X has also linked each of their targets to Estyn (2014) inspection areas to significantly improve standards of school X. A strength of the school's SDP is collaboration. School X uses a live document and adds evidence to support their targets throughout the year. This whole-school approach will make identifying impact easier. 
 
To ensure the priority of inclusion was met, school X focused on improving ALN provision within the Oasis and Mac bases. These are both rooms where children with ALN can go when they need to de-escalate or regulate. Designated areas to regulate emotions and behaviour in school are extremely important, especially for learners with ALN. Individuals with ALN who do not know how to regulate may react impulsively to events with aggression, or self-injury (Sofronoff, Attwood, Hinton, and Levin, 2007). Demonstrating the serious consequences of not having a safe space to regulate. As previously mentioned, there is debate around these ALN rooms within schools and whether they segregate rather than include (Foucault, 2003). However, in school X, these spaces are very effective, especially for regulation reasons. From first-hand experience, I could see how relaxed the learners felt in these spaces, and the strong positive relationships between the learners and support staff were clear. The support staff have also been equipped with support packs (including sensory items) and in-class materials to support ALN learners. Such items enable learners to manage sensory issues and anxiety and redirect attention to tasks (Biel, 2017). Showing that this small inclusion strategy can have big impacts on learners. 
 
Another way in which School X is implementing inclusion is through staff training. Teachers are integral to learning. Teachers who are prepared in their subject as well as prepared to work with diverse learners strongly relate to higher learner achievement. Darling-Hammond (2003) Meaning that there is a duty that teachers need to understand ALN and know how to support all learners for them to reach their potential. School X set out a designated time to administer staff ALN training. The training consisted of awareness of different ALN needs and how to support them in the classroom through teaching and differentiation. Training means that teachers are more positive and can adapt lessons to support ALN. It was found that even a single afternoon training session positively impacted teacher attitudes and knowledge of ALN (Smyth,Reading, and McDowell 2019). Highlighting the positive effects that training can have on improving inclusiveness in education.

With the high level of FTE within school X, many interventions were implemented. One particular intervention that School X used was ‘let me play’. In essence, the intervention takes learning theories about the importance of play on development (Piaget, 1962; Vygotsky, 1980), and combines it with educational activities. The importance of play is overlooked in teenagers, but findings show positive effects on teenagers' wellbeing and the promotion of social development (Pellegrini & Bohn, 2005; Panksepp, 2007). School X found that all six learners (facing permanent exclusion) assigned to the intervention improved in attendance and engagement. None of the six learners were removed or excluded, which shows the significant impact of this type of intervention. Trying different interventions to support learners is a key inclusive strategy. 
 
One limitation of School X's SDP is measuring the impact of their targets. For their targeted FTE, they have provided quantitative data that shows an improvement in attendance, behaviour, and engagement. However, measuring the impact of improving ALN provision is little. Learner surveys could be used to assess impact however this measurement poses challenges like social desirability and demand characteristics as learners may not express their true feelings of inclusion. 


Conclusion 105

In conclusion, this assignment summarises how a school develops one aspect of it’s SDP. Throughout the assignment, the importance of a SDP has been considered, as has how to efficiently plan and implement targets following Welsh government guidelines. Reflecting on School X I believe they have successfully developed the action point of ‘Inclusion’ by effectively undertaking the four-step process of creating an SDP and implementing inclusive strategies to improve as an inclusive school. By engaging in this assignment and research, I have developed a secure knowledge of the SDP process and how to implement inclusive strategies in my future practice as a teacher in Wales.
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