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How a school develops one aspect of its SDP:
 A critical analysis

Introduction

It is an exciting time for education in Wales during the curriculum reform, with a new emphasis placed on educational standards, tackling the impact of poverty on academic achievement, and nurturing essential life skills among learners (Welsh Government, 2023). Built on the foundations of Section 10 of the Education Act (1996) our national mission marks a significant milestone in welsh education. 

The link between poverty and academic attainment is a critical area of concern within educational research. (OECD,2017) Numerous studies have consistently demonstrated a strong correlation between socioeconomic disparities and academic achievement, with children from low-income families often facing significant barriers to success in school. For example, Harris and Jones, (2018) believe that even though policymakers try to uphold values such as fairness and equality through schemes and additional support, there are still evidenced differences in how equal people really are, it’s these unmistakable differences that directly affect the chances in life for young people who are born into more challenging situations. This divide became more apparent during the pandemic, highlighting the deep-rooted inequalities greatly. (O’Dowd, 2020)

The impact of covid19 on learner wellbeing is evident across Wales (SOME LIT HERE) and is the specific focus of this paper.  This review focusses on the development on one area of the SDP in a mixed 11 – 16 community school in the Local Authority of Swansea, South Wales. At the school there are currently 906 pupils on roll. The school’s designated catchment area includes approximately 45% of pupils that live in 20% of the most deprived areas within Wales. (Welsh Government, WIMD. 2019) Over 34% of pupils are eligible for free school meals.  



Theoretical understanding of school development: A review of literature.

To ensure that pupil needs are met, and outcomes are maximised it is imperative that schools evaluate their progress and plan for improvement.  A fundamental strategy in this endeavour is the development and implementation of School Development Plans (SDPs) which serve as strategic roadmaps to impact positively on school outcomes (Welsh Government, 2020). The main goal of improving schools is to ensure that every student, regardless of their background or situation, receives the best possible learning experiences and outcomes. This is aimed at achieving high standards and aspirations for all students. (Welsh Government, 2022a) This view is also supported by Estyn (2018) who set out the goals for schools that match with what the country needs and identifies specific objectives to improve teaching, learning, and results, customised for each school and the people involved with it. (Estyn, 2018). This mission mirrors Donaldson's (2015) emphasis on individualised curriculum design within the school context.

Effective school improvement encompasses various definitions and should be bespoke to each setting (Abdallah, Aljuburi, & AlKhasawneh, 2023). Both Donaldson, (2015) and Bush, (2009) believe catalytic leadership plays a crucial role in orchestrating school development and that leaders play an integral role within this. Conversely, there is critique regarding the danger of leadership expectations and accountability. Research regarding heavy leadership based models of improvement indicate issues such as burnout, failure due to unrealistic expectations, and increased personal accountability, which may hinder the effectiveness in driving school improvement forward. (Evans, 2023). The most recent policy and guidance in Wales advocate for a holistic collaboration combining leadership, data informed strategic planning, and stakeholder involvement to elevate individual school improvement subject to its own environment. (Welsh Government, 2022; Estyn, 2023).

Despite robust guidance on school development and improvement, unless settings address the challenges they face with regards to socio economic disparities and learner wellbeing as institutional barriers development planning will be futile (Donaldson, 2015; Reynolds et al., 2002; Nicolaidou & Ainscow, 2005). These researchers highlight the complexity of school development, requiring versatile approaches that blend policy and guidance with the realities of the individual school contexts, this observation links to the Welsh Government, (2023) National Mission Statement which seeks to elevate standards of education irrespective of disparities. 

Stakeholder involvement:
Stakeholder engagement is essential for achieving successful development goals and shaping the school's trajectory (Day, Sammons, and Gorgen (2020). This notion is reinforced by OECD, (n.d) and Viennet & Pont, (2017) who put stakeholder involvement at the centre of effective practice. Furthermore, as Kyriakides et. al., (2015) and Ozga, (2019) believe, involving stakeholders to inform outcomes can foster ownership and commitment, bringing school communities together to achieve a sense of belonging or ‘Cynefin’. However, it is important to consider the work of Day, Sammons, & Gorgen (2020) who emphasise the need to scrutinise inclusivity and equity during this process, to ensure equal opportunities to transform practice. Therefore significance must be placed on equity when assessing collaboration, to ultimately consider the impact that marginalised groups have on outcomes, and how the input from within the marginalised groups is used to inform change. In considering this research, it's evident that genuine inclusivity, not only personalises the effectiveness of school development initiatives but also contributes to broader goals of social justice and equity (Viennet & Pont, 2017; Kyriakides et al., 2015; Ozga, 2019; OECD, n.d.). This suggests that fostering a culture of inclusivity in stakeholder engagement not only improves school outcomes but also contributes to societal progress towards greater equity and fairness. 

Professional Learning:
Welsh Government comparable research suggests that improvement and development through collaboration across schools, networks, and communities is pivotal, enabling the exchange of best practice and resources that enrich knowledge and enhance the reliability of (SDPs) (Harris & Jones, 2017; Admiraal et al., 2019). However, the success of these efforts depends on cultivating trust, communication, and shared responsibility, along with the ambition to grow. This is advocated in the Welsh Government's endorsement of initiatives such as 'Schools in Wales as Learning Organisations' (SLOs), Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) and nationwide programmes from the National Academy for Educational Leadership which confirms the country’s dedication to continuous professional development and lifelong learning which is essential for driving nationwide school (Department for Education, 2019)
Nevertheless, while these initiatives align with the principles of the new curriculum, their effectiveness depends on contextual adaptability, the needs of stakeholders and communities and their own attitudes towards improvement. Hence, ongoing critical reflection and refinement, paired with a thirst to shape future learning, are crucial for sustaining educational improvement in Wales. 

Evaluation and Inspection:
There is an accountability for all schools in Wales to implement improvement initiatives and rigorously evaluate their impact scores, involving a continuous cycle of self-evaluation and improvement against target (Estyn, 2018; Welsh Government, 2022). These are regulated by Local Authorities and the learning inspectorate, Estyn. While inspections educate practitioners and guide nationwide improvement, criticisms have arisen regarding the evaluation criteria, and assessor approaches, particularly exacerbated by the more recent challenges of COVID-19 (Huber & Helm, 2020). These critics raise concerns about the accuracy and fairness of assessing outcomes in different contexts, emphasising the need for ongoing critical reflection and refinement in the evaluation process (Skedsmo, and Huber. 2024). 

It is imperative that all aforementioned points are considerations to implement and embed effective school improvement processes to ensure the best possible outcomes for our learners, especially during this time of change due to reform and post Covid 19. 

Theoretical understanding of Action Point: 
This report considers the school's diverse demographic and higher rates of vulnerable students (Welsh Government, n.d.) and plans for the support of the wellbeing of these learners within the school development. This aligns to the 'Care, Support, and Guidance' section of the Estyn framework. The objective is to address 'Supporting Anxious Learners Post-COVID' by developing a school action plan centred on 'Strategies to Support Resilience and emotional wellbeing,' drawing insights from the school's recent Estyn report (Estyn, 2024). This proactive approach, rooted in Wales' educational purposes, aims to foster an environment that not only tackles immediate challenges but also builds resilience and empowerment among learners for future uncertainties.

The COVID-19 pandemic is said to have exacerbated student anxiety due to disrupted learning and social isolation, necessitating an urgent focus on student well-being. (Naidu, 2021) Thus implying that alongside closing attainment gaps in the curriculum and advocating for inclusive education, schools are tasked with creating a supportive environment for students struggling emotionally, demonstrating a further commitment to the curriculum's vision built on its four purposes. Some believe this is too much and the expectations of teachers are limiting its very provision, yet research identifies the factors are linked intrinsically. Addressing anxiety and promoting resilience in schools could not only mitigate barriers to said academic restraints, but also foster a more cohesive and peaceful learning environment, beneficial for everyone. (Flores and Swennen, 2020; Flores, 2020; Zhang et al., 2023). From looking at the aforementioned literature it is evident that prioritising support for anxious learners and resilience-building reinforcing its value in the inspection framework. 

Action Point
The aspect of the School Development Plan (SDP) chosen for this report, evaluates the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on pupil engagement levels, learning outcomes, and overall well-being, with a particular focus on anxious learners. Research by Moore et al. (2022) and the United Nations (2020) has highlighted a concerning trend where children are experiencing a significant increase in emotional difficulties compared to pre-pandemic levels. These challenges are reflected not only in Wales but across the globe, as evidenced by data and statistics almost doubling in the last few years (James et al., 2021; Public Health Wales, n.d.). In light of this research, García Docampo (2021) warns of the pandemic's dual threat, the heightened risks of decreased learning outcomes and the potential for a significant academic and socio-emotional inequality crisis among young people.

One crucial element underpinning the action point within the chosen School Development Plan (SDP) is the accessibility of outcome-enhancing funding, notably the Accelerated Learning Grant provided by the Welsh Government. This grant serves as a vital resource in addressing the challenges precipitated in the aftermath of the pandemic. Specifically, the Recruit, Recover, and Raise Standards (RRRS) grant, as part of this initiative, has played a pivotal role in facilitating post-lockdown learning recovery efforts, evidenced both in the designated school and in schools across Wales (School A, 2023;Welsh Government, 2023a). Through strategic allocation within the specified school, the grant has enabled the recruitment of additional staff members, facilitating the implementation of a tailored teaching program, designed to meet the unique needs of learners. This includes provisions for one-to-one support and small group sessions, alongside outdoor learning opportunities and part time/rest period intervention. (Estyn Inspection Report, 2023a). Consequently, funding can allow for adaptation of the learning environment to ensure accessibility for all students, regardless of their diverse learning needs. This adaptation not only has the capacity to remove barriers to learning but also empowers each student to participate fully and realise their potential. (Shemshack & Spector, 2020). However, sustaining this adaptable learning environment poses significant challenges, necessitating ongoing support, funding training, and resources. Without these sustainable practices in place, initial adaptations risk faltering, leading to inconsistent learning experiences for students. (Peng, Ma and Spector, 2019). Furthermore, a critical evaluation of the RRRS grant has unveiled additional limitations, including the shortage of Welsh first-language teachers and regional disparities in service availability within certain parts of the country (Welsh Government, 2023a). Despite these challenges, the extension of funding for another year signifies an acknowledgment of its necessity, further supporting ongoing issues in schools amidst the lingering effects of the pandemic (Miles, 2023). Ultimately it seems, while funding can facilitate initial adaptations, and while there are short term benefits for the subject school, long-term sustainability hinges on continuous investment and strategic planning, ensuring equitable access to quality education for all students.


While the SDP aligns with major public health priorities, it's essential to ensure that the strategies outlined are not only informed by research and data, but also responsive to the lived experiences and voices of the students, staff and communities they serve. Meaningful stakeholder involvement, therefore, becomes paramount in shaping effective solutions. To address the specific needs of the anxious learner’s action point, the SDP acknowledges an ‘Anxious Learners Task Force’ to support those pupils challenged with anxiety. This specially formed group serves as a collaborative platform involving key stakeholders such as the Deputy Headteachers, the Well-being Manager, the Head of Year, the Pastoral Support Officers, and the allocated learning coaches. This task force is responsible for providing personalised support plans, bespoke timetables, access to school counsellors, and strategies to support self-regulation and resilience, aimed at reducing anxiety levels and improving attendance among identified students. 

Through emotion coaching the school has found ways to support their learners maximising opportunity for growth which in turn is directly and positively affecting attendance and attainment data. (Estyn Inspection Report, 2023) The skills intrinsically employed within emotion coaching link closely to the Welsh Government's four purposes, (Welsh Government, 2023a) using emotional resilience, empathy and problem solving skills to work through challenging situations. (Ysgol Calon Cymru, 2018). Through regular SLT meetings, Senior Pastoral Team meetings, weekly attendance reports, and pupil questionnaires, the effectiveness of these interventions is continuously monitored and evaluated. 

The additional impacts of working collaboratively are also highlighted in the (SDP) with the school Leadership Team plc linking to Secondary and cluster Primary’s to share best practice and experience, with continuous professional learning inspiring innovation. Subsequently, a target has been set within the Estyn inspection report to strengthen knowledge and continue to develop as an SLO. 

Furthermore supporting this process of collaboration to inform improvement, the school recognises the indispensable role of home-school links in fostering a supportive educational environment and promoting student success. (Estyn Inspection Report, 2023) Evidence of these strong relationships is recorded in the latest inspection report (Estyn, 2023a) stating “Leaders foster a strong sense of trust with parents”. Herrera, Porter, and Barko-Alva, K. (2020) reiterate the relationship between school and home/family as invaluable if built on trust, particularly when dealing with emotional growth in children.  

The SDP underscores the importance of continued efforts to strengthen these links through various initiatives such as the provision of the Personal and Social Education (PSE) program, Emotionally Based School Avoidance (EBSA) programme and pupil related community engagement sessions. By actively involving parents in their children's learning journey, both academic and emotional, potentially ensures the effective implementation of specialist professional training to promote holistic well-being development among students (Ysgol Calon Cymru, 2018). This strategic approach not only fosters collaboration between home and school but also reflects a commitment to nurturing students' overall well-being beyond academic achievement alone. 

In light of the positive links recognised within the (SDP) regarding home-school relationships, it's imperative to critically assess the feasibility of providing equitable experiences to all students within the culturally diverse school community. While the SDP advocates for inclusive practices, the reality of addressing sociocultural and language disparities between home and school poses significant challenges. Research indicates that these disparities can create substantial divides, adversely affecting students' experiences and outcomes (McWayne, Melzi, & Mistry, 2022; Hill, 2022). 

These disparities not only hinder the anticipated increase in family involvement, but also disrupt the traditional flow of information from school to home. Consequently, this impedes effective communication and collaboration between educators and families, rendering the educational process challenging, inefficient, and potentially difficult for many to access. (Kelty and Wakabayashi, 2020) As schools strive for inclusivity and equitable opportunities for all students, addressing these disparities must be a central focus to ensure that every child receives the support and resources they need to thrive academically and socio-culturally. The chosen school has been issued this target to further develop going forward (Estyn, 2023a) While this is a very new process, I can foresee from staff meetings and information shared, that an EAL Coordinator will be appointed to target intervention sessions supporting the family and pupils in-house. This ethos is reflected in research by Stewart et. al. (2022) who believe that if schools could communicate more effectively with diverse home cultures, the advantages of family engagement would be impactful in terms of development for all.

The chosen (SDP) recognises the importance of measuring the impact of its initiatives, targeting pupil engagement levels, learning outcomes, and overall well-being, especially for anxious learners. To assess the effectiveness of the aforementioned strategies, the school employs a comprehensive evaluation framework that involves both internal assessments and external evaluations conducted by Estyn. (School A, 2023)


Internal assessments involve the continuous monitoring and evaluation of various metrics related to student well-being and academic progress. This includes tracking changes in pupil engagement levels, academic performance indicators, such as exam results and coursework assessments, and attendance records. Additionally, the school may gather qualitative feedback from students, parents, and staff through surveys, focus groups, and interviews to gauge perceptions and experiences regarding the support provided. In terms of evidence to support improvement, Estyn (2023a)


Externally, Estyn conducts periodic inspections to evaluate the school's progress against its stated objectives and the effectiveness of its interventions. The findings from these inspections provide valuable insights into the impact of the SDP's initiatives and inform future planning and improvement efforts.

The school's proactive engagement with external agencies to bolster student support services reflects a commendable commitment to addressing the complex social, emotional, and mental health needs of its students. This strategic collaboration suggests a recognition of the limitations of in-house resources and an understanding of the importance of leveraging external expertise to provide comprehensive support. Moreover, the emphasis on promoting students' social, cultural, moral, and spiritual development underscores the school's recognition of the broader educational mandate beyond academic achievement alone. By prioritising these aspects of student growth, the school demonstrates a holistic approach to education that acknowledges the importance of nurturing well-rounded individuals capable of navigating diverse societal contexts, thus linking back to Wales National Education Mission. (Welsh Government, 2023c)

In conclusion, the developing approach taken by the chosen school in addressing the needs of anxious learners, and implementing additional strategies for emotional support within its (SDP) demonstrates a commendable understanding of the complexities involved in school development. Through data analysis, actively involving stakeholders, creating home-school links, and collaborating with outside agencies, the school has demonstrated a commitment to enhancing both learning outcomes and student well-being, verified by self-evaluation and compulsory inspection. Thus creating accountability to measure impact and effectiveness over time. Moreover, ensuring the sustainability and inclusivity of adapting provision to meet the evolving needs of the students. 
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