How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base.
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Introduction 
In this report I will critically reflect on a live school development plan (SDP), focusing particularly on one of their action points and reflecting on how they action this point to produce a desired outcome.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The action point I will be focusing on is improving pupil attendance. I will use a copy of the school’s SDP and literature, alongside interviews conducted with members of the senior leadership team in order to produce a thorough and well-informed report.
The school in focus is a mixed secondary school with pupil’s aged 11 to 16. These pupils are predominantly from neighborhoods around the school. The backgrounds of these pupils are not greatly diverse, with 98% of them coming from White British backgrounds and English-speaking homes. Around 8.5% of pupils use a language other than English as their first language. 20.2% of pupils are eligible for free school meals, above the national figure of 17.5%. 15% of pupils live in the top 20% most deprived areas in the country, and the school’s additional needs register has 47% of pupils on it. Roughly 4% of pupils have a statement of special educational needs, which is above the national figure of 2.4%. Estyn (2017)
 
Engaging with Literature 
A policy set out by the Department of Education (2010) indicates that school development plans are the responsibility of each individual school. The policy highlights the need for self-evaluation in order to improve and implies that schools should be empowered to take responsibility for their outcomes by striving always to better themselves for their pupils. The Department of education (2010) also defines the school development plan as “a strategic plan for improvement”, indicating that it should be “clear and simple” - this would then ensure that the document is accessible to all stakeholders who wish to collaborate in the planning process. In addition, this also allows ease of access for the wider community and external agencies that may wish to see it.
As suggested by Chapman & Sammons (2013), school improvement and development plans are put in place not only for the school itself, but also for teachers, pupils and the community. This sentiment is supported by Wallace (2009), as he suggests that SDPs are to be developed for the benefit of the school community more than for external agencies. In light of my experience within a school community, I found this particularly intriguing; when looking at the school’s SDP, I had many discussions with members of senior leadership who talked of the SDP as something they could present to external agencies, and was always deemed to be relevant to any stakeholder while developing this data.
After engaging further with literature, it became apparent to me that involving all stakeholders in the process of planning is a popular approach amongst many schools. The National Improvement Hub (2020) states that involving all stakeholders in the SDP process is the best way to raise attainment levels, and also suggests that this involvement gives the school community more confidence to use their voice, in turn encouraging the wider community, such as parents and guardians, to speak up more about the things that are important to them. Overall, this should create a smooth feedback loop and ensure clarity throughout.
While a whole school approach to developing an SDP has the potential to be hugely beneficial, there are also disadvantages, as put forth by O'Hara & McNamara (2001). They suggest that this approach to the development of an SDP may have a negative effect on the school community, as such a heavy involvement of stakeholders can cause unnecessary tensions between them and staff, therefore causing harm to these relationships and school culture in order to produce a desired outcome for external agencies. This literature resonates with methods used at the school in focus as they involved stakeholders whilst also ensuring senior leadership had control of the plan. Next, I will focus on literature that talks about the action point in focus.
The action point within the school’s SDP that I chose to focus on is the improvement of pupil attendance.
Research by Elisabeth Moores, Gurkiran K. Birdi & Helen E. Higson (2019) state that there is a direct correlation between pupils who have high attendance rates and pupils who achieve academic success, clearly showing why the school in focus have chosen the improvement of attendance as an action point on their SDP. Elisabeth Moores, Gurkiran K. Birdi & Helen E. Higson (2019) also suggest that despite modern day technology and the ability to send work to pupils electronically, students still engage best with studies if present with their teacher. This may be due to the greater opportunity to provide clarity on the work set in person opposed to online. It is also implied that schools can be in control of pupil attendance by putting in place policies and creating a school culture that facilitates the encouragement of high levels of attendance. Barlow (2011) supports this theory; her research results suggest that some cases of poor attendance derive from inconsistencies of attendance policies throughout a school. She also believes that good rapport between pupils and teachers will lead to improvement in attendance, as pupils with high respect for their teachers will not want to disappoint or be disrespectful.
However, the Welsh Government 2020 curriculum goes against this; it states that students should be encouraged to be independent in taking responsibility for their own learning and attendance. This new curriculum also states that learners should be ready to work in not only Wales, but also the wider world, suggesting that they should become familiar with the consequences of their actions - another reason that pupils should be held responsible for their attendance.
Despite both views, a policy set out by the Department of Education (2019) highlights that it is the legal responsibility of the legal parent or guardian to ensure pupils attend school. Although this policy appears to overwrite these views, it also falls in line with the above research and the emphasis on the correlation between pupil attendance and academic achievement. Interestingly, it also encourages the attendance and punctuality of pupils moving from lesson to lesson, allowing the opportunity for pupils to be independent within school, something that is also encouraged by the new curriculum previously mentioned.
 
Developing an action point 
As previously highlighted, the way in which a School Development Plan is constructed holds great importance, as this could mean the success or failure of an action point. I will now report on my experience and knowledge of how the school in focus chose to construct their SDP. I will firstly discuss how an action point is developed - it should be noted here that this is the process used in the school in focus, and so this process may differ between school contexts.
The school in focus chose to use the method of self-assessment for self-improvement. This method has been chosen due to the above reasoning, alongside its high recommendation by Department of Education (2010). While using this method, the school chose to involve all stakeholders as they felt that this would make for a better outcome when executing action points. The way in which stakeholders were involved was by collecting quantitative data from pupils. This data was produced from surveys handed out which asked pupils questions about their school experience, including things such as wellbeing, extracurricular and academic focuses. The survey gave pupils statements and asked them to tick a box ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” with four boxes in total. The aim of this was to get a well-rounded picture of the school experience from the pupils’ perspectives. The data collected gave the school a good idea of the things that pupils would want improved. Despite seeing some of the benefits of collecting data like this, the validity of the data could be debated. McLeod (2019) says that this method leaves no room for pupils to expand on their thoughts or explain their feelings on the choices they made; a great limitation of this data collection method. Another way in which stakeholders are involved in this process is through teachers reflecting on their practice personally and within their departments. This will be touched upon in due course.
When speaking with the school community, the process of involving stakeholders in self-evaluation seemed to be highly valued throughout. This may because it encourages ideas like that of the National Improvement Hub (2020), that involving the whole school community makes it more likely for the process to have a positive result. The importance of this element of the SDP process is also echoed by Chapman and Sammons (2013) who describe self-evaluation as a “fundamental force”, suggesting that this is a crucial aspect of the whole process. Put briefly, this aspect is widely considered to be the center of the SDP. 
Now I will comment on what this process looked like in context.
In the school’s self-evaluation process, each stakeholder was asked to evaluate the school; this was done differently between pupils and teachers, with pupils filling in surveys and teachers having more freedom to self-reflect on individual practice and practice as a department on the whole. This involved departments identifying points for improvement verbally through department meetings. These key points were then passed to senior leadership, where they again evaluated points put forward within a meeting setting. This was also compared with feedback from the wider community such as points put forward by Estyn. After all the above stages were covered, the head teacher, along with the senior leadership team, chose which points to prioritise and develop into action points for the live SDP.
Once the self-evaluation phase of the SDP process was completed, the senior leadership team went through each action point to put strategic planning in place in order to achieve their goals. I will now elaborate on the action point in focus of improving pupil attendance. 
When using strategic planning to progress this action point, the school took into consideration many factors. Firstly, they identified their desired outcome; to achieve an overall figure of 94% attendance for the next academic year. The team also discussed how impact would be measured and it was decided that the data produced by school registers would be used to calculate the overall attendance figure. They would also monitor impact by measuring the figure of unauthorised absence against the previous figure from the year before, with the desired outcome being to downscale this figure for the following academic year.
Once the team had decided on these factors, they discussed how they planned to achieve their outcome. After outlining the cost plan for this action point, they could then move forward with planning of provision. The provisions they choose to put in place to do this included attendance mentoring; providing intervention for pupils who had an attendance rate of below 90%, targeted activities for parents and agencies who have children on free school meals and also use home school liaison to help more vulnerable children.
These responsibilities were then assigned to different members of staff who were also given targeted activities, all feeding into the same outcome. All activities were aimed at targeted learners. 

Reflecting and Evaluating 
In this section I will reflect on the process of school development undertaken by the school in focus. I will also make some practical suggestions based on the literature with which I have engaged. 
The benefits of this process for the school and pupils are evident when looking at previous action points put in place by the school. In my opinion, the ability to self-assess in order to self-improve is invaluable and is something I hope to be a part of in the future. I would be intrigued to look at a contrasting school’s process to understand if the one I have witnessed is mainstream or one of contrast to others. 
When making suggestions for future development of this school’s SDP process, I would firstly refer to the layout of plan itself. As suggested by Department of Education (2010), the plan needs to be clear for all those who wish to access it; despite the current plan being quite straightforward, there can be some confusions as the school is in federation, and therefore the SDP of both schools can seem to be intertwined throughout. I would possibly suggest two separate plans for simpler ease of access. 
Secondly, after engaging with literature based on data collection such as that of Kim (2019), who states that one of the most fundamental inhibitors of school progression is data literacy and leadership, I question if more data could have been used to support the development of action points within the school’s SDP. The data used on this occasion had significant limitations, and in turn could have been superficial in order to comply with external agencies. I would therefore encourage the collection of a wider range of data, and possibly research into different approaches in order to use the most beneficial data collection method for the school context. Some suggestions that could be taken from Kim (2019) would be to collect data from less frequently assessed topics, such as well-being or student assessment of independent learning, as there is likely to be little or no data collected for such minority topics.
Lastly, I would like to focus my attention on the action point set out by the focus school to improve pupil attendance. Price (2015) suggests that outdoor learning for pupils with poor attendance can help to alleviate the problem. This is due to the extra engagement that outdoor learning can offer to pupils, along with providing outdoor learning in preparation for real life contexts. These paired together could potentially be used as part of the targeted activities for targeted learners in the school’s SDP as an activity to improve attendance.
 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, this assignment has enabled me to critically reflect on the actions taken by a live school in order to develop their school development plan. It has also enabled me to further develop my practice by encouraging me to engage further with literature and look into topics I normally wouldn’t come across, such as data collection and how to engage pupils with low attendance. Going forward, I know that this assignment will influence me professionally by providing me with a good insight and confident knowledge of how a school may develop their SDP and further develop action points in order to better their school for their pupils.
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