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l. Introduction

This report critically analyses a project that forms part of the School Development Plan (SDP) at
an educational institution that has requested to remain anonymous. To protect the confidentiality
of the school and its staff, identifying details have been omitted, and the school will be referred to
using the pseudonym "School X." The SDP project under evaluation aims to promote positive
attitudes towards learning, encourage pupil attendance, and foster resilient and capable learners.
The following criteria will measure the success of this project:

1. the average school-wide attendance rate increased from 86.3% to over 90%.
2. A reduction in the number of fixed-term exclusions issued for aggressive and disrespectful
behaviour.

The project intends to meet these goals by 16th February 2024 by implementing various
strategies and activities, with a budget of £2,000. This report will critically evaluate the project's
activities, strategy, and effectiveness.

School X is an English-speaking secondary school located in the South Wales region. Its pupil
population includes 25.3% eligible for free school meals (FSM), 20.8% identified as having
additional learning needs (ALN), and 11.5% identified as speaking English as an additional
language (EAL).

Il. Literature Review

i. The Problem

The COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 severely disrupted education systems worldwide, leading to a
concerning rise in student absenteeism that many educational institutes are still reeling from (Dee,
2024). Data published by the UK government shows that the absence rate across England spiked
from 4% in the Autumn/Spring term of 2019/20 to 7.4% in the following year and has since only
dropped to 7.3% in 2023, despite the government lifting the majority of COVID-19 restrictions and
recording zero sessions as not being attended due to COVID-19 related circumstances (UK.GOV,
2023, educationhub.blog.gov.uk, 2023). These statistics only appear direr when examining those
chronically absent pupils, a term used to describe a pupil whose total absences exceeds 10% of
the total number of days during a school year. The percentage of chronically absent students in
the UK increased from 10.5% in 2019/2020 to 21.2% by 2022/23 (Gottfried, 2015; UK.GQOV,
2023). The main contributors to this increase are recorded as illness (4.1%) and unauthorised
other (1.6%), both of which have approximately doubled since pre-COVID times (UK.GOV, 2023).
These rates are alarming as many studies have linked student academic achievement with
attendance, showing that chronically absent pupils typically perform worse in standardised tests
across numeracy and literacy and are more likely to drop out of school (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012).
In Wales, the situation is no different, with rates of chronic absenteeism almost tripling after the
pandemic (www.gov.wales, 2023). There are tentative links between this drastic increase in
chronic absenteeism and Wales's lower socioeconomic background relative to England. In 2010,
studies showed that children living in poverty were 25% more likely to miss three or more school
days per month (Ready, 2010). The COVID-19 pandemic only exasperated the issues preventing
children's attendance, with them having less access to material resources, digital resources and
family/tutor support (Mooney et al., 2022). Overall, it is clear that chronic absenteeism has
become an epidemic in its own right and will require immediate action to mitigate any long-term
damage.

ii. Causes of Chronic Absenteeism

Patnode et al. (2018) categorise the root causes of chronic absenteeism into the following three
groups:

1. Barriers - circumstances that physically prevent pupils from attending school. Barriers
include health problems, family responsibilities, lack of transportation, and homelessness
(Chang et al., 2018; Hofferth et al., 2001).



2. Aversions - factors that make students reluctant to attend school. Aversions include
feeling unsafe due to violence/bullying, discrimination, and a sense of not belonging within
the school (Patnode et al., 2018).

3. Disengagement - stems from a lack of interest, and disengagement is rooted in boredom
rather than fear. Disengagement includes poor connection with course material, classroom
activities, school environment, peer relationships, and teacher relationships (Ravet, 2007).

lliness is the most inflated statistic regarding chronic absenteeism with acute conditions, such as
flu and strep throat, and chronic conditions, such as diabetes, asthma and gastrointestinal
disorders, accounting for a substantial amount of absences (Brundage et al., 2017). However,
these rates should be consistent with pre-COVID levels. Studies indicate that a long-term rise in
mental health issues since the pandemic may also be contributing to the rate of absences among
young people (Joseph, 2020). The disruption to routines, social isolation, and general stress and
anxiety caused by the pandemic has taken a toll on the mental well-being of students (Meherali et
al., 2021). Addressing these underlying mental health concerns through counselling and support
services and fostering a positive school climate could be vital in improving attendance rates and
academic outcomes.

Poor mental health can lead to aversions, where specific anxieties like social or separation anxiety
affect attendance due to a fear of interacting with peers or leaving the comfort of a dependent or
carer (Kearney, 2008). Anxiety is likely to be underrepresented in the data concerning absenteeism
as many young people often divulge somatic symptoms such as a headache or stomachache
rather than identifying the root cause (Kearney, 2008).

Pupils who need more connection in school may disengage, choosing to remain absent or truant
in specific lessons. Patnode et al. (2018) have identified three critical school factors influencing
engagement.

1. Level of reported trust between pupil and teacher.
2. Level of documented personal support from their teacher.

3. The extent to which pupils perceived the school's emphasis on success for all pupils, not
just the high achievers.

Increased family-school communication can further support attendance. By being well-informed
of their children's attendance, parents can support the school by asking simple probing questions
regarding their daily activities and encouraging them to complete homework and extracurricular
activities (Sheldon & Epstein, 2004). This acknowledgement can also open a dialogue between
parents and children, further helping identify any barriers to attendance, such as anxiety.

ili. Impact of Chronic Absenteeism

Foundational theories such as Faucet theory contend that educational gains are a direct function
of exposure and dosage to academic resources (Entwisle et al., 2001). In other words, a child's
academic progress is proportional to their attendance (Ansari & Pianta, 2019). Research shows
stark evidence of what happens when the "faucet" of education is turned off - the phenomenon
known as summer learning loss refers to pupils' loss of ability to recall knowledge and activate
complex thinking after the long summer holidays not accessing learning resources, this effect is
typically worse for those from a low socioeconomic background where access to literacy and
digital resources is more limited (Aumaugher, 2014). Additional studies have demonstrated how
compounded absences from school can impact a pupil's ability across literacy, numeracy and
social-emotional development, with children as young as four exhibiting a marked decrease
across foundational competencies as rates of absenteeism increase, regardless of control
measures for incoming ability and socioeconomic background (Ehrlich et al., 2014). Chronically
absent pupils also have higher rates of mental health conditions such as anxiety and depression
than those who regularly attend school, with some studies speculating that this stems from a self-
sufficient cycle where pupils with anxiety or depression miss school due to poor mental health
and subsequently become more anxious or depressed due to stress over missed workloads,
unsatisfactory peer/teacher relationships and feelings of isolation (Gallé-Tessonneau et al., 2019).



iv. Intervention Strategies

Eklund et al. (2020) categorise intervention strategies for addressing chronic absenteeism into
four distinct types: behavioural, academic, family-school partnerships, and policy interventions.
Behavioural interventions manipulate contingencies within the school environment and employ
learning programmes to shape positive attendance behaviours. A common approach involves
implementing social and emotional learning (SEL) programmes targeting pupils exhibiting
disciplinary issues like bullying, fighting, or peer victimisation. The goal is to cultivate a safer
school climate, reduce truancy rates, and improve attendance (Moore McBride et al., 2016).

On the other hand, academic interventions focus on raising pupil engagement, achievement, and
investment in the learning process. Strategies include personalised learning plans, tutoring/
educational support, enrichment opportunities, and project-based learning models (Kearney &
Graczyk, 2013). The underlying premise is that by tailoring instruction to individual needs,
providing supplemental assistance, and making learning more relevant and hands-on, these
interventions can re-engage chronically absent pupils and motivate consistent attendance.

Family-school partnership interventions aim to increase collaboration and shared accountability
between schools, families, and communities. Examples range from attendance monitoring
systems and parent-teacher communication strategies to home visits and attendance incentives/
celebrations (Epstein & Sheldon, 2002). Strengthening these partnerships and leveraging
community resources can help identify and address the causes of pupils' chronic absenteeism.

Finally, policy interventions operate at institutional levels, revising or implementing new policies
related to attendance tracking, definitions, expectations, and accountability measures. Policy
interventions include revising absence policies, hiring attendance support staff, and enacting
policies that reduce barriers like lack of health services or discrimination (Gottfried, 2017).

lll. Developing an Action Point

i. Overview of the SDP

School X's SDP implements a multifaceted approach to tackle the decline in average attendance
rates and increased emotional, social, and behavioural difficulties (ESBD) among pupils in the
post-COVID era. With a significant portion of the student body now considered chronically
absent, the SDP aims to promote positive attitudes toward learning by raising overall attendance
levels and reducing fixed-term exclusions for disruptive behaviours.

The strategies outlined in the SDP draw from behavioural, policy, and family-school partnership
interventions, aligning with the evidence-based practices highlighted in the literature review.
Behaviourally, the plan includes further professional development on the school's 'graduated
response' policy for promoting positive behaviour. This systematic approach to ensuring
consistent implementation across all staff members resonates with the literature's emphasis on
behavioural interventions that shape desired outcomes through clear expectations and
reinforcement (Macsuga-Gage et al., 2012).

Complementing this behavioural focus, the SDP also prioritises clear communication of the
school's rewards approach to pupils, parents, staff, and governors. As discussed in the literature,
involving all stakeholders and fostering a shared understanding of incentive systems is crucial for
building buy-in and maximising the effectiveness of such interventions (Epstein & Sheldon, 2002).

Regarding policy interventions, the SDP outlines a review of the Reflection Room and Internal
Exclusion processes, including evaluating staffing, capacity, and location. Reviewing policies like
this aligns with the literature's recommendation to regularly assess disciplinary mechanisms for
effectiveness and fit, ensuring they remain responsive to the school's evolving needs (Gottfried,
2017). Notably, the plan also incorporates a rewards process review, with an equity-based
approach to ensure fair access to incentives, such as a proposed rewards shop. This commitment
to equitable access aligns with best practices for promoting inclusive and culturally responsive
practices (Singer-Freeman et al., 2020).



Finally, the SDP emphasises the importance of closely monitoring attendance data and acting
swiftly to address issues that align with established attendance strategies. This commitment to
prompt intervention aligns with the literature's emphasis on the critical role of early identification
and targeted support in mitigating chronic absenteeism (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012; Chang et al.,
2018).

School X's SDP demonstrates a comprehensive and research-informed approach to tackling
absenteeism, disruptive behaviour, and negative attitudes toward learning. By integrating
behavioural, policy, and family-school partnership interventions, the plan provides a solid
foundation for addressing the multifaceted nature of these challenges.

ii. Self-evaluation and Data Analysis

School X's SDP development demonstrates a data-driven self-evaluation process, using
attendance records and rates of fixed-term exclusions as critical data sources. The decision to
prioritise attendance was likely influenced by an analysis revealing a concerning decline in
average attendance rates and the prevalence of chronic absenteeism following the COVID-19
pandemic. Additionally, the increasing exclusions for disruptive behaviours highlighted increased
emotional, social, and behavioural difficulties (ESBD), underscoring the connection between
attendance, behaviour, and attitudes toward learning. While utilising multiple data sources is
commendable for providing a comprehensive understanding, the school could further strengthen
its self-evaluation by incorporating qualitative data from student/parent surveys, observations,
and focus groups. This would enable a deeper exploration of stakeholder perspectives and root
causes behind absenteeism and behavioural issues, informing more targeted and culturally
responsive interventions within the SDP.

iii. Stakeholder Involvement

While the SDP outlines communicating the rewards approach to pupils, parents, staff, and
governors - an essential first step, meaningful stakeholder engagement requires actively seeking
diverse perspectives during the planning and development stages. The school should consider
conducting surveys, focus groups, or workshops to gather insights from students, parents,
teachers, and staff. Particularly critical is incorporating student voice by forming advisory
committees or soliciting feedback on proposed interventions, as fostering student engagement
addresses factors contributing to disengagement. Stakeholder involvement should extend beyond
planning, with ongoing collaboration through regular updates, feedback channels, and problem-
solving sessions throughout implementation. By actively engaging stakeholders, the school can
gain valuable insights, build ownership and commitment, identify potential barriers early, and
promote transparency - ultimately enhancing the SDP's effectiveness and sustainability.

iv. Strategic Planning and Continuous Improvement

School X's SDP exhibits a comprehensive strategy, seamlessly integrating strategic planning, goal
setting, and continuous improvement. The plan's execution strategy incorporates clear time
frames, milestones, and review points, fostering accountability and enabling effective progress
tracking across various interventions, from staff development to reviewing disciplinary
mechanisms. The plan's adaptability is noteworthy, exemplified through regular review points that
support an iterative process responsive to emerging needs.

A pivotal aspect of the SDP is its commitment to continuous data monitoring, particularly
regarding attendance. Real-time data analysis enables School X to promptly identify and address
issues, aligning with best practices emphasising the critical role of early intervention. Additionally,
the plan incorporates stakeholder feedback loops, cultivating a collaborative and shared
responsibility culture.

In measuring impact and facilitating continuous improvement, School X employs a meticulous
approach. The plan relies on clearly defined outcome metrics and benchmarks to assess
improvements in attendance rates, behavioural changes, and attitudes toward learning. A
cornerstone of the continuous improvement framework is the iterative approach, utilising regular
review points and ongoing data analysis to identify successful interventions and areas for
enhancement. This dynamic process ensures that the SDP remains responsive to evolving
challenges and reflective of the ever-changing needs of the school community. In summary,



School X's integrated approach positions the SDP as a dynamic and resilient framework
dedicated to continuous improvement and enhancing the academic experience.

IV. Reflection and Evaluation

This reflection delves into the intricacies of School X's SDP, a multifaceted initiative designed to
counteract the adverse effects of chronic absenteeism and promote positive attitudes toward
learning. The project's explicit goals of increasing the school-wide attendance rate and reducing
fixed-term exclusions for disruptive behaviour serve as tangible benchmarks for evaluation.

The decision to prioritise attendance in the SDP stems from a well-founded analysis that identified
a concerning decline in average attendance rates and an alarming prevalence of chronic
absenteeism post-COVID-19. Acknowledging the connection between attendance, behaviour, and
attitudes toward learning underscores the project's relevance in addressing these intertwined
challenges. However, while the SDP utilises crucial quantitative data sources, such as attendance
records and fixed-term exclusion rates, qualitative data could enrich the evaluation. Including
student and parent surveys, observations, and focus groups would provide a more nuanced
understanding of stakeholder perspectives and uncover root causes, leading to more targeted
and culturally responsive interventions.

Stakeholder involvement, a fundamental aspect of any successful initiative, is acknowledged in
the SDP, yet the report highlights the need for more proactive engagement during the planning
and development stages. Implementing surveys, focus groups, and workshops could capture
diverse perspectives, especially from students, parents, teachers, and staff. The report rightly
emphasises the importance of ongoing collaboration and problem-solving sessions, promoting
transparency and building a collective commitment that can enhance the sustainability and
effectiveness of the SDP.

School X's SDP is commended for its strategic planning and continuous improvement framework.
The structured execution strategy, encompassing time frames, milestones, and review points,
instils accountability and allows for effective progress tracking. The plan's adaptability, mainly
through real-time data monitoring and stakeholder feedback loops, positions it as a dynamic and
practical framework. The commitment to ongoing professional development further fortifies the
school's adaptability, fostering a culture of innovation within the educational environment.

V. Conclusion

In conclusion, School X's SDP is a commendable effort to tackle chronic absenteeism, disruptive
behaviour, and negative attitudes toward learning. The reflection emphasises the need for a more
nuanced evaluation through qualitative data and proactive stakeholder engagement.
Nevertheless, the integrated approach, including strategic planning, continuous improvement, and
stakeholder involvement, positions the SDP as a dynamic and resilient framework that enhances
the academic experience. As a student teacher, | will use these insights to adopt a holistic
perspective, incorporate qualitative assessments, engage stakeholders proactively, and foster a
continuous improvement mindset to enhance my effectiveness in education.
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