	
	
	



A Critical Evaluation of the Development of a Strategic Target in a School Development Plan: Actions, Impact, and Evidence-Based Reflections


1. Introduction. 
Attendance is a measure of time spent in school and a reflection of a child's well-being and engagement with their education. Without the opportunity to participate, children cannot thrive or reach their potential (Welsh Government). For this assignment, I will focus on attendance as a strategic target within my selected schools' school development plan and critically evaluate their approach and impact.  

In line with BERA (2018) regulations, the school which this assignment will be focusing on will be referred to as 'School A' School A school development plan prioritises improving attendance whilst also closing the esfm vs. Non-fsm attainment gap, as Estyn states, "Low attendance significantly widens the attainment gap, particularly for eFSM pupils, who are already at an educational disadvantage." Both targets intertwine due to the significant impact that low attendance can have on a pupil's academic success and emotional well-being. 
School A is situated in a socio-economically diverse area; the school serves a mixture of families from urban and semi-rural communities, and the level of parental engagement differs over the years. In the academic year 2023-24, School A logged an attendance rate of 90.44%, then set the target of 91% for 2024-25. What concerns School A is not only the attendance rate but the patterns of absenteeism, particularly on Fridays, with records of as low as 86.75%, suggesting potential issues related to motivation and perceptions of the importance of consistent attendance.  

This critical reflection on School A's focus on the strategic target of attendance improvement will consist of multiple sections that explore key aspects of the topic. The literature review will look at current and previous research on attendance, national policies, and factors that contribute to absenteeism, developing an action plan that will discuss the already implemented strategies, expected impact, and how they are monitored. 
 
 
 
 

2. Literature Review. 

School Development Plans (SDPs) play a crucial role in guiding schools towards improvement, aligning with national and regional education policies. According to the Welsh Government (2022), SDPs are strategic documents that set school priorities, focusing on areas requiring targeted intervention. The process typically involves: 

· Assessment of Current Performance – Identifying key challenges through data analysis. 
· Strategic Target Setting – Establishing measurable goals to improve pupil outcomes. 
· Implementation of Interventions – Applying evidence-based strategies to address identified issues. 
· Monitoring and Evaluation – Regularly reviewing progress against set targets. 

A key target in the SDP is improving attendance to bridge the attainment gap. This aligns with the Welsh Government's priorities on raising standards, particularly for disadvantaged pupils (Welsh Government, 2022). Attendance improvement is also emphasised in regional policies that highlight its impact on educational success. Studies highlighting how increased engagement with education leads to improved long-term economic and social outcomes reinforce the importance of attendance (Hutchinson, 2021). 

Its direct correlation with attainment is a key aspect contributing to low attendance rates. School A's SDP highlights that lower attendance is a significant barrier to closing the attainment gap, resulting in lower literacy and numeracy levels. Research from Estyn (2023) supports this, stating that "pupils with attendance below 92% are significantly less likely to achieve expected literacy and numeracy levels." This demonstrates that missed learning time reduces access to explanations, scaffolded learning, and pastoral support. 

Furthermore, academic pressure can compound absenteeism. NFER (2021) reports that "schools with higher attendance rates outperform those with persistent absenteeism in national assessments." Pupils who miss school frequently face widening learning gaps, leading to heightened anxiety and stress. Putwain & Daly (2013) highlight that chronic absenteeism often results in test anxiety and a fear of failure, further discouraging engagement. Additionally, social implications emerge; Hughes et al. (2018) found that "pupils who frequently miss school may begin to view themselves as 'behind' or 'not as smart' as their peers, leading to lower self-esteem and disengagement." This aligns with School A's findings that absenteeism contributes to social divisions, reinforcing the attainment gap. 
Research by Allen et al. (2020) further highlights the cumulative impact of absenteeism, noting that even short-term absences can have long-term educational consequences. Early intervention strategies, such as targeted mentoring programs and increased parental engagement, can mitigate some of these negative effects. 

Research consistently highlights the link between school attendance and socio-economic status, demonstrating that pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds face greater challenges in maintaining regular attendance (Welsh Government, 2022; Burgess et al., 2020). PDCS serves a deprived area where intergenerational disadvantage compounds these challenges. Gorard & See (2021) discuss how patterns of low educational attainment and disengagement are often passed down through generations, contributing to persistent absenteeism. 
Economic instability and parental disengagement also play a role. Taylor (2020) found that parents with negative schooling experiences in lower-income areas were less likely to prioritize attendance, perceiving education as non-essential. This trend is evident at PDCS, where attendance gaps between eFSM and non-FSM pupils persist, particularly in the high rate of missed Friday absences. 

Transportation difficulties and housing instability have also been identified as barriers to attendance in poor areas (Hirsch, 2019). Pupils who experience frequent relocations or lack reliable transport may struggle to maintain consistent attendance, further exacerbating educational inequalities. 

While the correlation between attendance and attainment is well-documented, some research suggests mitigating factors. For example, studies argue that high-quality teaching can reduce the negative effects of absenteeism (Hattie, 2009). Additionally, advancements in digital learning may provide an alternative solution, enabling absent pupils to engage with lessons remotely (Henderson & Jarrett, 2021). However, the effectiveness of these strategies in deprived areas remains a subject for further investigation. 

Another consideration is whether punitive attendance policies are effective. Some literature suggests that a supportive, family-centered approach yields better long-term results than strict enforcement measures (Gottfried, 2019). This raises questions about the best strategies for School A to address absenteeism. 

There is also ongoing debate regarding whether focusing on attendance alone is sufficient. Research by MacDonald & Bailey (2022) suggests that focusing solely on attendance rates may overlook broader systemic issues, such as curriculum relevance and student engagement levels. A holistic approach, incorporating both attendance initiatives and broader pedagogical strategies, may be more effective in addressing attainment gaps. 
The evidence overwhelmingly supports the link between attendance and attainment, reinforcing the rationale for its inclusion in PDCS's SDP. Socio-economic barriers, intergenerational disengagement, and academic pressure all contribute to persistent absenteeism. However, research highlights potential interventions, from high-quality teaching to digital learning initiatives. Moving forward, PDCS may benefit from exploring family engagement strategies and alternative learning models to address attendance challenges holistically. 

Further research into the effectiveness of blended learning, community-based interventions, and tailored support for at-risk pupils may provide valuable insights into improving attendance outcomes. The SDP process should remain flexible, adapting to emerging evidence and best practices in education policy and school improvement. 


3. Developing an action point. 

Improving attendance is a key focus in the 2024–2025 School Development Plan (SDP), aligning with the school's mission to provide equitable learning opportunities for all pupils. Regular attendance is fundamental to achievement, well-being, and narrowing the attainment gap, particularly for disadvantaged learners. 

The target was identified through inspection feedback and internal data, which highlighted attendance as a persistent challenge. In 2023/24, statutory attendance was 90.44%, falling short of the 91% goal. Although an improvement from the previous year, Friday absences and term-time holidays remained significant concerns, contributing to lost learning time. Estyn (2023) reports that pupils with attendance below 92% are far less likely to meet literacy and numeracy expectations, reinforcing the urgency of intervention. 
Socio-economic factors also play a role, with the school's free school meal eligibility exceeding the national average. Research (Gorard & See, 2021) links chronic absenteeism to intergenerational disengagement with education, a trend in school data. Addressing attendance is, therefore, not just about meeting targets but ensuring long-term educational success for all pupils. Through targeted strategies, the SDP seeks to build on improvements, reduce absenteeism, and strengthen engagement with families to create a culture of consistent school attendance. 

School A tackles attendance challenges through a multi-faceted approach aligned with national and regional policies. They engage parents early by sending letters to those below 91% attendance (March 2024), providing a clear overview of trends. Estyn (2023) highlights that strong communication fosters better engagement and attendance. The school also offers one-to-one support meetings for at-risk families, focusing on root causes rather than punitive measures, aligning with research (Macdonald & Bailey, 2022; Estyn, 2022). Additionally, using real-life school data, flexible parental workshops educate families on the link between attendance and attainment. Furthermore, when focusing on school-based incentives and student engagement School A adopts a strong school culture which celebrates attendance as a motivator for pupils. This includes weekly attendance awards with public recognition during Friday celebration assemblies offering incentives such as a ‘Friday treat’ to classes that achieve full weekly attendance. The objective of this is to not only foster a strong sense of belonging and school engagement (Hughes, et al., 2018) but to also combat Friday absences by perpetuating a positive connotation with Friday’s and attendance. By fostering a culture in school of attendance-focused, School A encourages pupils to take personal responsibility, making school a place they want to be rather than a place they must be. 

The implementation timeline was structures in its approach: During September 2024, School A conducted data analysis to set attendance target and followed this by termly revies. During October-December 2024 targeted parental engagement was identified and implemented. January-March 2025 focuses on mid-year assessments, further reinforcing Friday incentives and put in action additional support for the identified pupils. School A by July will review the final data to inform planning for the next academic year. 
Funding for this is allocated from the ‘Family Engagement Officer Grant (£10,800) Aswell as the school budget, covering all areas from attendance initiative, parental engagement efforts, and potential logistic solutions, such as the implementation of a second school bus to support poor attendance due to transportation issues. 
These initiatives that School A has implemented has led to some notable improvements, especially when focusing on overall attendance and Friday engagement. Overall attendance rose to 90.44% moving closer to the 91% target, Friday attendance increased to 86.75% which was a 2.41% improvement from the previous year's data. Aswell as this it was noted that the introduction of celebration assemblies, hot chocolate rewards, and pupil led activities was a significant factor in this progress. Targeted parental engagement showed progross in the attempt to bridge the eFSM attendance gap, with an improvement of 1.44% among disadvantaged pupils. Key factors to make this a success was increased communication, attendance monitoring, and one to one meeting. Unfortunately, however, the attempt to engage parents through a dedicated attendance forum was not successful as no parents attended the scheduled meeting.
Alongside this, despite strategies term-time holiday absenses remained high, which accounted for 1.45% of overall absences even though letters were sent to parents, the impact was minimal. Additionally, attempts to reduce lateness also had minimal success with assemblies to encourage responsibility making little difference. 
It is clear to see from the data that School A has made significant progress in in their attempts to improve attendance through strategies such as engagement efforts, targeted interventions, and data-driven strategies, The school are tracking trends, focusing on eFSM pupils and Friday absence, whilst also creating initiatives and incentives for pupils through assemblies and encouragement for personal responsibility. School A also uses the Family Engagement Officer Grant to further support reducing absenteeism particularly in transportation issues and parental engagement. 
Unfortunately, challenges persist. Data has shown that Friday absences are still an issue, parental engagement activities have been largely ineffective and term time holidays contribute to significant absences. 



4. Reflection and Evaluation. 

In my practice I have gained valuable insight to how improtant attendance is in the school environment and the impact it has on pupil engagement within the class. Recognising this I have engaged actively with the school initiatives by promoting a classroom culture where regular attendance is valued and celebrated. One of the most effective strategies I have assisted with was a parental engagement day, which strengthened connections with families and allowed me to witness how barriers to attendance such as misunderstanding of school policies can be addressed. The use of open communication in the classroom has remained key in encouraging parents to prioritise attendance and understanding the long-term benefits.
Additionally, to support children at risk of poor attendance I have ensured to conduct drop-ins with pupils once returned from absences. This provides an opportunity for both me and the pupil to understand challenges they may have faced and to help them reintegrate back into the classroom smoothly. This ensures that children feel supported by me and the school and have not been left behind which has been crucial in rebuilding confidence and enhancing motivation. Furthermore, an especially successful approach has been the use of the incentive awards, particularly in my classroom this has been a motivator for all children, by reminding the children each morning that if attendance is perfect all week there will be a reward acted as a use of positive reinforcement for behaviour. Pupils were found to foster more of a routine and a sense of accountability to themselves and to the class. There was a sense of achievement and collaboration which made pupils more eager to attend consistently and encourage their peers to do the same which made for a more engages and present classroom environment. 
From reflecting on my own experience, I would suggest expanding these parental engagement activities, offering a more informal workshop to make environment feel less pressured, this is supported by research from the Welsh Government (2021) which highlights long-term benefits of educating families on attendance. To boost attendance, School A should continue in making Friday's more engaging with pupil-led activities and fun reward assemblies. Focus on improving parental engagement through digital updates, flexible drop-in sessions, and introducing a peer mentoring scheme could strengthen communication. As Estyn (2023) states, “schools that foster strong, flexible home-school communication see more consistent attendance patterns among pupils”. Aligning with Welsh Government guidance on school attendance implementing stricter policies on term-time absences and furthering this by outside collaboration with travel agencies and structured follow ups. The Welsh Government (2022) states that “unauthorised term-time holidays are a leading cause of absence in primary schools; schools should adopt proactive measures, including working with external agencies, to mitigate this”.  For ALN pupils, flexible start times, key worker support, and tailored transition plans can ease attendance challenges. Estyn’s (2023) thematic report on attendance highlights that “pupils with additional learning needs benefit from structured, individualised support to manage school transitions, reducing anxiety-related absences”.
Following Estyn's recommendations on attendance strategies continuing with a dynamic reward system- with weekly incentives, class leaderboards, and meaningful prizes- will keep motivation high. These steps will build on recent progress, ensuring better attendance and closing the gap for eFSM vulnerable learners. Estyn (2022) emphasises that “consistent and visible attendance rewards can foster a culture where pupils see regular school attendance as a valued achievement”. These steps will build on recent progress, ensuring better attendance and closing the gap for eFSM vulnerable learners.
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