Title: How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base.
 
Introduction
This report will explore School Development Plans (SDP) specifically relating to School X and will take a critical view on its actions, impact, and the evidence. School X is a faith school in Rhondda Cynon Taf local authority, with 301 pupils on roll consisting of 10 classes, including 5 mixed age classes. The rolling average for free school meals is 7.6% which is significantly below the national average in Wales of 21.3% (Welsh Government, 2022a). School X’s identity will remain anonymous in accordance with BERA (2018) guidelines.
Welsh government (2021) published guidance for SDP’s to ensure that schools identify areas for improvement and implement effective strategies to support the progression, attainment and wellbeing of all learners. The guidance aligns with the Curriculum for Wales framework and demonstrates the Welsh Government's vision for successful schools. Great emphasis has been placed on Wellbeing so I’m eager to reflect on the wellbeing strategies within School X’s school development plan.

Literature review
Wales has been through a whole system reform over the past few years with a focus on improving education. This has been led by the Welsh Government in response to the changing world and underachieving PISA results in Wales compared the other OECD countries. The 'Education in Wales: Our national mission' was published by Welsh Government (2017) which detailed the national mission was to raise standards, reduce the attainment gap and deliver an education system to be proud of. Disappointing Pisa scores served as a much-needed wake-up call that prompted important reforms. By 2018 Welsh students had performed worse than their counterparts in England, Scotland and Northern Ireland for the fourth time (OECD 2015; 2018). The SDP is an important tool for schools to ensure they are continually improving and meeting the needs of their learners. School improvement plans must be strategic to enhance the quality of education and be sustainable (Fernandez, 2011; Leithwood et al., 2006; Mintrop and MacLellan, 2002).  However just by having plans does not mean that the planning process is of high quality and will be strategically effective (Carvalho et al, 2022; Fernandez, 2011; Leithwood et al., 2006; Strunk et al., 2016). Huber and Conway (2015) found that the quality of  SIPs were relatively low within their research and would benefit from improvement. Welsh government offers guidance to ensure that all schools in Wales have a clear vision for their development and improvement. The most recent school improvement framework ‘School improvement guidance: framework for evaluation, improvement and accountability’ supports schools to embed effective evaluation and improvement arrangements whilst implementing the new Welsh curriculum framework and associated reforms. Senedd (2021) reports that observations by OECD shows that effective self-evaluation by schools is a prominent feature of high-performing education systems around the world. Welsh Government (2022) recommends a school development planning cycle which encourages schools to set priorities and targets based on honest and robust self-evaluation, this leads to a SDP that, when effectively implemented, brings about tangible improvement. In addition to self-evaluation is robust accountability delivered through effective governance and more regular Estyn inspections which drives improvement through better transparency and will help influence school’s SDP. Welsh government guidance (2022) considers SDP as live documents and it’s crucial that schools continuously review and assess their development plans to ensure they remain relevant and effective, however research by VanGronigen & Meyers (2022) found there is still much to be learned about the relationships among the School Improvement Plan (SIP) development process, SIP quality, SIP enactment, and the influences of SIPs on student and school performance. Furthermore, many educational leaders view the improvement planning process as a burdensome, bureaucratic compliance exercise rather than an authentic, collaborative activity for developing a living document to organize and carry out efforts to improve student and school outcomes (Chance & Segura, 2009; Duke, 2015 & Fernandez 2011) which is a major barrier for success.
The SDP should outline key strategies and actions to be taken to achieve the desired outcomes for learners, such as improving teaching and learning, enhancing the school environment, and increasing parental engagement and involve stakeholders, including staff, parents and learners to ensure that everyone has input and ownership of the plan. The plans may also include provisions for monitoring and evaluating progress towards the goals and making necessary adjustments along the way to meet their targets (UNESCO, 2006; Mintzberg, 1994; Sevier, 2003).

In recent years, there has been an increasing emphasis on the wellbeing of children both in the UK and internationally. This has been driven by various factors, including rising rates of mental health problems among children, the impact of social media on young people's well-being, post pandemic consequences and concerns about the effects of poverty and inequality on children's outcomes. In response to these trends, governments and organizations have prioritized initiatives aimed at promoting and protecting children's wellbeing. These include programs to support mental health and emotional resilience, efforts to reduce child poverty and inequality, and changes to education policies that prioritize social and emotional learning.  Schools have a corporate social responsibility and a role to play in shaping the future of our world. Research evidence from Public Health England (2014) demonstrates that education and health are closely linked so promoting the health and wellbeing of pupils and students within schools has the potential to improve their educational outcomes and their wellbeing outcomes. Consequently, schools are key places for shaping general wellbeing.
The world is more aware than ever about mental health and Welsh government is committed to investing in preventative measures to promote children's health and wellbeing, aiming to help children live healthier, happier lives. The introduction of the new curriculum framework contributes to Wales’s national goals as set out in the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) and the ‘underlying importance of promoting well-being is a theme that runs through the new curriculum: it is never a secondary consideration’ (Welsh Government, 2021). This is further strengthened by Welsh Government’s (2021) recently published framework on embedding a whole-school approach to emotional and mental well-being which provides a basis for schools and education settings to review their own well-being landscape and to develop strategic approaches for securing improvements. Furthermore, the whole school approach is significant to promote a positive approach to mental health and collaborative and collective action across the school system (Hoare et al, 2017; Glazzard & Bostwich, 2018). Estyn (2019) Happy and Healthy report showed that around two-thirds of primary and a third of secondary schools had an inclusive whole-school approach to pupils’ health and wellbeing therefore the aim through the whole school approach is to make sure that the everyday school experience is consistent with messages about health and wellbeing in lessons, assemblies and in school policies. The Welsh Government (2020) supported this approach and local authorities received £1.5 million to support projects across Wales which is crucial to a school’s SDP. Hagel et al (2013) look at the alarming UK statistics on mental health problems in the young, showing half of lifetime mental illness starts by the age of 14, 1 in 10 children have a clinically diagnosed mental health disorder and/or emotional and behaviour problem and around 1 in 7 have less severe problems that interfere with their development and learning. Therefore, identifying and addressing social and emotional issues in primary school is key to preventing long-term problems especially when considering the disproportionate impact the pandemic has had on the emotional well-being of children and consequently their attainment levels (EEF, 2021; NSPCC, 2022; WHO, 2023). According to Public Health (2014) positive association exists between academic attainment and physical activity levels of pupils and outdoor education can further enhance mental health and wellbeing. It is known that many teachers have reservations about outdoor learning, but UK Government (2016) research shows 92% of schools said it improves pupils’ health and wellbeing and engages them with learning and 85% of schools saw a positive impact on behaviour therefore the WHO (2022) recommend outdoor education as a key factor in supporting the UK’s mental health crisis.  Encouraging healthy lifestyle choices, promoting resilience and social-emotional skills can lead to improved student behaviour and attendance. The Childrens Commissioner (2022) research confirms absence due to mental health as a serious barrier to engagement in learning.


Evaluation of the action point
There is not one perfect way to carry out strategic planning. Each school has its own interpretation of approaches and activities in strategic management. However, Yaakob et al (2019) state it typically involves four basic stages: analysis, planning, implementation, and evaluation. The Welsh Government (2014) school planning cycle (see Appendix A) which aims to raise school standards and improve learner outcomes will be used to explore the identified action point within School X’s SDP. Recent Welsh Government (2022b) recommends school’s own self-evaluation should be the starting point for all evaluation and improvement work and will provide more meaningful transparency about its strengths and priorities for improvement. Furthermore, Macbeath (2005) states self-evaluation as a systematic and transparent process, reflecting on practice to enhance pupil, professional and organisational learning however Van der Bij et al (2016) point out that the self-evaluation effort must be of sufficient quality itself. It is noted that School X use the MER cycle strategy within their SDP but no reference is made to the MER report within this action point. 
School X’s SDP consisted of 5 main targets and the success criteria within target 5 (see appendix B) was the implementation of ’Staff track the wellbeing of pupils – they use information from the SIG project last year to inform their planning e.g. 30 minutes a day outside for wellbeing’ (Reference the SDP, 2022). 
Firstly, School X’s vision is ‘to ensure that all of our pupils develop a love of learning for life, and that this involves their parents, wider family and community’ which is underpinned by their Christian values and to ‘provide a safe, happy, caring environment where they feel confident and loved’ (Reference the SDP, 2022) The schools vision is an important element in SDP and essential that plans and actions explicitly represent the school vision and mission (Acton, 2021; Carvalho et al., 2021a). School X’s vision demonstrates they consider themselves as a central role in the pupils and communities lives and this is reflected in the SDP which addresses wellbeing and pupils social and emotional needs as a priority. An important element to note is that School X’s Target 5 is carried forward from the previous year. Therefore, self-assessment of this action point started in the summer term proceeding this year’s SDP. School X identified a need to improve attendance, behaviour, and communication skills. Good behaviour levels are considered by the Headteacher to be an important part of their school ethos and teachers and support staff assessed behaviour levels as getting gradually worse post covid-19. Welsh Government (2022) recommends whole school community to contribute to self-evaluation but in this instance, it was the practitioners and support staff’s who were key in collecting informal data. Using the school’s attendance data, they found that absences had also increased and literature by the Childrens Commissioner (2022) indicates can be due to mental health issues and can result in poor engagement. Schildkamp (2019) supports this as good practice by considering both qualitative and quantitative data. Key personnel for this target were the Head teacher, RE leader and an allocated governor however the PE coordinator was nominated by the senior team to lead research utilising a School Improvement Group (SIG) through the Central South Consortium (CSC). There is no evidence that that the governors were consulted about this decision, but as governing bodies are held accountable for their schools and take responsibility for strategic leadership in schools and drive improvements then it would be advisable to do so. The link is evident here how democratic accountability in local authorities and regional consortia is critical to supporting schools and strengthening the middle tiers role and also the ’culture of collective responsibility for the quality of education provided to all children and young people’ (Welsh Government 2022b). The SIG research highlighted outdoor learning as a focus in line with the Welsh Government (2021) ‘Framework on embedding a whole school approach to emotional and mental wellbeing’ which is a guidance for quality self-evaluation. The research was a collaboration of action with schools across CSC schools for 8 weeks and the results (see Appendix C) were shared with all stakeholders. All schools identified that there was a positive relationship between 30 minutes extra outdoor physical activity and pupil engagement and showed measured improvement in attendance and wellbeing. This was a tangible project that demonstrated impact and SIG groups showed good practice of collaboration and use of shared practice with all CSC schools working on the same initiative which is high on the agenda with Welsh Government. The CSC supports and funds school to school improvement partnerships, however no specific funding or costs were evident within this action point but School X’s SDP includes their EIG allowance as part of the overall funding for driving school improvement, even so, more specific detail should be incorporated into the SDP for transparency. These positive results influenced the decision to apply this from a small group to a whole school approach and implement it into the SDP. Research supports this as good practice for impact across the school and for wellbeing to be successful it is important for the entire school community to support and adopt the approach, otherwise the effectiveness is undermined (Hoare et al, 2017; Glazzard & Bostwich, 2018). Impact is also visible by using the SIG research to provide innovation and professional growth by providing CPD outdoor learning training to all staff.
Contradictory to the named target 5 leaders, the personnel allocated to monitor this whole school wellbeing approach point is named on SDP as the School Senedd, also it specifies that it will be monitored using pupil questionnaires and staff questionnaires and evaluations. There is inconsistency here it doesn’t seem achievable or suitable for the School Senedd to monitor this appropriately. A timescale of July 2023 and there is no evidence of it being monitor or tracked as the action point suggests. From personal observations there was no evidence that 30 minutes of outdoor time being planned or implemented within the school day. During a professional conversation with the Headteacher (2023) I was told that the wet weather over winter has hindered the outdoor time and a learning walk with governors will be arranged for evaluation in the summer term. From literature it is clear to see that it isn’t effective to measure wellbeing as a one-off but it needs to be tracked over time with suitable surveys to measure impact, of which there are many. Public Health England (2021) states that family plays a key role in influencing children’s mental health and wellbeing so it would be advisable to continue the SDQ’s for pupils and parents. Leadership is important within the SDP and appointed personnel need to be responsible for leading and monitoring, then measure again and continue the cycle.
Accountability should not drive school improvement activity, although it can contribute to it; and it should ensure that problems are identified and addressed. School X demonstrates effective democratic accountability and governance arrangements throughout their SDP. School X’s most recent report from Estyn (2019) would have influenced their SDP but wellbeing was not a priority pre pandemic.  Estyn (2022) are to play a greater role in supporting schools to prepare for the new curriculum. With their inspection reports focusing on how well providers are helping a child to learn rather than summative gradings, this will be a considerable support to the SDP.

Further Reflection and Evaluation 
On reflection, the quality of School X’s SDP needs to be more coherent and robust, previous literature and Carvalho (2022) supports that school improvement planning does not completely assure school improvement and requires the plans to be of high quality. The plan itself is lacks detailed information on each action point relating to leadership, timescales, monitoring, progress and updated measurements of impact. SDP’s are intended to be live documents as recommended by Welsh Government (2014) and therefore should be updated regularly. However, their alignment with the school vision and priorities, the research-based strategies and the provision of professional development opportunities were relevant indicators for quality school planning. Without seeing their MER cycle report then its hard to evaluate how well the monitor impact but a recommendation would be to merge the documents rather than them working independently.
School X has committed to developing a school culture that promotes the wellbeing of all students using the SIG research. The wellbeing strategy is comprehensive and evidence based, however it lacks consistency across the school. The SIG project informed a whole school approach with guidance from Welsh Government (2022b) and for this approach to have impact a coordinated change needs to happen within the school and a collective approach. For the outdoor time to be embedded into school improvement they need to ensure the action point is lead properly, monitored appropriately, and measured frequently for improvement to be visible across the school. The inconsistency of outdoor time for pupils could be down to a lack in teachers’ confidence of the concept and this is fundamental to outdoor learning. Wet weather gear and better school grounds are a practical consideration but if the teachers lack the confidence to take learning outside then this is a barrier to impact. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, I am confident in my knowledge and awareness of a school development plan and how the process relates to Welsh Government policies and my future practice. Furthermore, I understand that the success of a SDP is the creation of a live document and requires genuine engagement, detailed effort, and dedication to attain the desired results. This approach promotes a culture of continuous improvement, which can lead to better educational outcomes for learners. Evidence has shown me there are strong links between well-being, learning and school improvement and wellbeing is at the heart of the Welsh curriculum framework. Anyone who works with children has a responsibility to promote their wellbeing and I will take this forward into future practice. While progress is being made, challenges remain but the growing emphasis on children’s wellbeing reflects a recognition of their importance as future citizens and the need to invest in their health and happiness as a key measure of social progress. 
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The Welsh Government (2014) School Planning Cycle
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Target 5 from School X SDP
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Through our *Active Outdoors' project, we aimed fo:

. Support pupils emotional health and well-being

needs following the covid-19 pandemic.

+ Support children's concentration challenges and
increase engagement, confidence and focus inside
the classroom as a result of increased physical

activity outdoors.

« Increase physical activity and skills through
increased time outdoors over the time period of 7

weeks.
«  Promote healthy, active lifestyle choices:

“It’s time to add a pinch of adventure, a sprinkle of sunshine and a big handful

Active Outdoors Project
| of outdoor play!” Penny Whitehouse

RATIONALE

MBial The Frame work on embedding a whole school
(s approach to emotional and mental wellbeing. Doc
2021, outdoor learning was highlighted by the SIG

jup as a focus.

idence shows that active play contributes strongly to

ldren's health and well-being. Tt is shown as

S hiributing o both childrer's physical and mental health
‘and a means of reducing childhood obesity.”

The mental and physical health benefits of outdoor play
and the effectiveness of outdoor learning approaches are
well known, They were confirmed by the Covid-19 and
Childreris Play report, which provides compelling evidence
that schools and childcare settings should plan for a

TUAL & MEANINGFUL

Aberdare Town Church in Wales Primary School is in
Aberdare in Rhondda Cynon Taf local authority. There
are 301 pupils on roll.
There are 10 classes, including 5 mixed-age classes and
anursery class.
The rolling average of pupils eligible for free school
meals is
7.6%. This is below the national average.

SIG schools agreed o undertake 2 hours of additional
outdoor activity each week, over the course of 7 weeks,
Summer term 2022. 5 pupils were identified o be
monitored through the Strength and Difficulty
Questionnaires (SDQ), completed by parents and
teacher.

To make our project meaningful and effective we
targeted the health and wellbeing of our learners, to
promote learner confidence, focus and engagement in
class.

RESULTS AND IMPACT

significant expansion in outdoor learning.

The sample group in this project included children who have
exhibited some restlessness in class and lack of
concentration and focus on tasks. SDQ results outlined
100% of targeted pupils scored highly on the Hyperactivity
scale.

*Research shows that acute bouts of physical activity (such
as walking or running during break) have a positive effect
on concentration in young people. This effect has been
shown af ter various forms of physical activity including
walking, running and team games (such as football and
basketball)." Simon Cooper

We were keen to explore whether increased time outdoors
undertaking additional physical activity, could have a

beneficial impact on our learners focus and concentration in
class as a result. As a result, we decided to dedicate the
start of the day to + outdoor play (daily mile, skipping, ball
games, parachute games, freely chosen and personally
directed activities), to gauge the impact this activity would
have on the consequent focus and engagement of pupils in

class.

EVALUATION & LESSONS

LEARNED

Analysis of the focus group data shows:

Noticeably more settled, calmer, more focused pupils after
participation in daily active movement outdoors.

+ 100% decrease in their SDQ scores — most notably
“Hyperactivity” strand.

+100% said they enjoyed the experience and want to continue
the project through the Summer Term.

+100% showed improved mood on the emotions record after
completing daily % hour outdoors.

The results suggest that increased physical activity outdoors can
have a positive impact on pupils' engagement, focus and
concentration within the classroom setting. Specifically, their
ability to settle in to class and focus on the tasks presented to
them. All pupil thoroughly enjoyed the additional time outdoors
and have been very positive about the possibility of continuing to

devote this additional time fo outdoor activity, play and learning.





