
Introduction

This report will explore school improvement, in particular, a chosen aspect of a school’s School Improvement Plan (SIP). To maintain the anonymity of the school, in accordance with Bera guidelines (2018), the school will be referred to as School A. The aspect I will be focusing on entails mental health and well-being, this is a topic that the Welsh government (2022) have considered a national priority in their children and young people’s plan, where they believe that young people should be given the support that helps them to become emotionally strong. This report will investigate this aspect in terms of how School A has implemented it into its SIP. School A is an English-medium primary school containing 466 pupils, 17.7% of which are eligible for free school meals (Welsh government, 2023). 5% of pupils have been identified as having Additional Learning Needs (ALN) (School A, 2023). This report will take a closer look at the process behind forming an SIP, ultimately critically analysing an action point from one of School A’s priorities.

Literature Review

The Welsh government (2023) released a statement entailing their national mission for school improvement which aimed to achieve high standards and aspirations for all learners, which is done through building on progress made and, learning from practice that has shown to be effective. They refer to their guidance on creating a SIP which outlines how to achieve this while supporting the new curriculum (Welsh government, 2014). For example, a school’s SIP should set out actions that the school can take to benefit learners and the school environment, they do this through setting out targets that are evaluated and hopefully achieved in time. However, there have been conflicting opinions about what should be at the heart of forming a school’s SIP. Hattie (2009) describes the plan as containing evidence-based strategies that align with best practice that supports students. Fullan (2007) agrees with the importance of using these strategies as they suggest it promotes continuous professional learning and improvement through ongoing reflection and evaluation. This is in line with the Welsh government’s (2018) professional teaching standards where they state that professional learning extends a teacher’s knowledge and skills which has a great impact on professional growth. However, Dobrow and Higgins (2005) argue that evidence-based strategies do not always consider contextual factors, so what works for one school may not work for the other. This is where quality of teaching and pedagogy comes into play as, the Welsh government (2017) state that effective pedagogy is at the heart of school improvement. Estyn (2017) also looked at advantages of developing effective teaching and found that that a factor contributing to this is engaging with wider research and looking at new strategies that can be used in the classroom, which shows that combining both aspects are vital to creating an effective SIP. The Welsh government (2022) outline this in their SDP guidance where they include four stages of creating a SIP which include strategic planning which involves using evidence-based strategies but also include other dimensions, self-evaluation and measuring impact. These dimensions will be investigated in more detail further on in this assignment. This guidance also outlines the importance of using all stakeholders when creating a school’s SIP. School A’s SIP was primarily written by the Senior Leadership Team (SLT) during the summer term of 2023 which means that the targets are ongoing. All stakeholders were involved in identifying the school’s priorities including school governors, parents, and staff. This is in line with the Welsh government’s (2014) SIP guidance which states that all stakeholders are responsible for the SIP but the SLT should be responsible for implementing the actions. However, Phillips (2003) suggests that involving all stakeholders can change the focus of the plan with conflicting ideas, causing a lack of clarity when implementing strategies. Despite this, Owen et al., (2001) emphasises that the input from multiple perspectives provides diverse viewpoints and experiences which creates more creative and effective solutions to challenges. 

The priority I have chosen from School A’s SIP involves improving the mental health and well-being of pupils. Estyn (2016) suggest that all schools should create a learning culture where a main priority is improving the well-being of pupils. This links in with education in Wales’ national mission, where learners will benefit from support in ‘becoming healthy, confident individuals ready to lead fulfilling lives’ (Welsh government, 2017 p.11). they suggest that this will be achieved through one of the four enabling objectives, where a clear focus will be required to create ‘strong, inclusive schools committed to excellence, equity and well-being’ (p.22). Figure 1 shows this objective and focusing on creating healthy individuals plays a large role in achieving the national mission for young people in schools.
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School A uses the NHS Wales (2021) ‘Whole school approach to emotional and mental well-being ‘framework to reach the target in this priority. This framework provides strategies that staff can use to promote this in their classroom like pupil voice during circle times. The framework uses an inquiry-based approach. Whitebread et al (2009) suggested that inquiry-based approaches promote metacognitive skills such as self-awareness and reflection which are important skills to use when pupils are required to talk about their well-being during circle times. However, Hmelo-Silver et al (2007) emphasises that effective implementation of this approach means that teachers need to have a deep understanding of pedagogy, and some may lack the relevant training to successfully use these strategies in their classroom. However, effective communication between stakeholders which is provided by the framework, this approach can be used effectively. In terms of making mental health and well-being a priority, Gorard and See (2013) argued that focusing on students’ mental health and well-being may cause a lack of focus on academic achievement and learning outcomes. Despite this, research by Durlack et al (2011) has shown that supporting mental health and well-being has a strong link with academic achievement. This shows that focusing on a pupil’s well-being goes hand in hand with their academic achievement. 

Developing an action point

This section will critically evaluate the processes involved in creating a SIP. For School A, the enquiry into pupils’ mental health and well-being was first identified as an area to improve in 2022, this was after the COVID pandemic where they found, through pupil questionnaires, that pupils’ mental health was concerning. Loades et al., (2020) found that the pandemic caused increased levels of anxiety and stress in pupils. However, Masten and Barnes (2018) argue that COVID has benefited some students by increasing resilience through developing coping strategies to stress. Nevertheless, School A noticed an increase in emotional health and behavioural problems which is supported by Eisenberg et al., (2001) who found that an increase in behaviour problems was due to difficulties in attention and self-regulation. Therefore, the school considered this a priority and agreed to the strategic target of improving the emotional health and well-being of all pupils. 

Self-evaluation 

The next stage of developing this target involved self-evaluation. The Welsh government (2014) suggest that staff members should reflect on their practice and identify areas for improvement to develop milestones that they aim to reach and how they aim to reach them. The guidance also states that effective self-evaluation will be informed by effective use of qualitative data (Welsh government, 2014). This data includes consultations with outside agencies. School A met with the Healthy Schools’ officer who recommend the NHS (2021 p.21) framework which states that ‘schools should demonstrate how it ensures learner voice is prominent in activities. Through these steps, SLT aimed for most pupils to participate in circle times to share their views and feelings about themselves and the school. Santrock (2020) argues that circle times involving pupil voice can be overwhelming for some pupils who are more introverted leading to more feelings of anxiety. Despite this, Kahne et al., (2017) suggests that circle time gives pupils the opportunity to learn strategies for self-regulation through talking about their emotions, therefore, reducing anxiety. Moreover, Dupper et al., (2016) suggests that circle times can increase the confidence and self-esteem through creating a sense of belonging and validation. Therefore, School A chose this action point in line with the framework on evidence-based research. 





Strategic planning 

Following the identification of the action point in the SIP planning process, SLT progressed to the strategic planning stage. The Welsh government (2014) emphasised that this stage should outline to all stakeholders, how this target will be achieved. Bryson (2004) stated that involving stakeholders in strategic planning helps schools to articulate their mission, make more comprehensive decision , increasing their motivation to contribute to the plan. School A did this through involving the headteacher, school staff, learners, parents and the local authority. Involving all stakeholders is in line with Estyn (2021) who suggest that this creates a shared understanding of areas that need improving, creating a drive for improvement, and encouraging collaboration. School A formed the three-step approach to this action point, pupils will carry out an emotional literacy questionnaire which will produce a baseline score for their emotional well-being, most pupils will participate and use pupil voice during an increased number of circle time sessions and finally the questionnaire will be completed again at the end of the year. Brackett et al., (2009) suggested that measuring scores before implementing strategies gives an insight into individual strengths and challenges in relation to emotional regulation and social emotional skills for educators to tailor strategies to address every student individually therefore, each child receives a form of support. However, Mavorelli et al., (2002) suggests that validity and reliability of these measures should be questioned as it involves self-reporting which could raise the issue of social desirability bias, therefore the results before and after implementing the strategies will not show reliable results. 

Making improvements and reviewing impact

After identifying a plan of action, the next stage involves implementing the strategies (Welsh government, 2014) through identifying a lead for the priority in overseeing the implementation. The Welsh government (2014) suggest that best practice requires the lead to outline the success criteria and operationalize the framework that supports the evaluation of progress. However, after critical examination, even though the scores are assessed at the end of the year, the plan does not contain information about how the strategies are monitored in the meantime which, according to Welsh government (2014), is important to have effective employment of strategies. Despite this, The Welsh government (2014) does state that progress should be reviewed at the end of the year, however, Estyn (2021) suggest that best practice in this case would be to reflect frequently. As this plan is for the year 2023 /24, their progress has not yet been reviewed, however, after conversing with the deputy head of the school, who is the lead for the priority, they mentioned that through pupil voice during circle time activities, the outcomes are monitored by class teachers. James and Rudd (2010) agree with this method as they suggest that educators can form a deeper understanding of the factors influencing well-being and tailor their interventions. Pupil voice is also encouraged by the OECD (2021). Through these observations the school have also identified a decrease in behavioural incidents on exclusions. This suggests that through good communication between class teachers and the lead of the priority the progress of the strategies can be monitored throughout the year. 





Reflection and evaluation 

Through critical examination of School A’s SIP and their action point to improve pupils emotional health and well-being, we can see that using recommendations from an evidence based framework has been beneficial in terms of student outcomes, as the school are using  strategies that have been proven to be most effective (Wolpert et al., 2019). However, it has been argued that using a framework may decrease the flexibility and adaptability of interventions and strategies (Lingard et al, 2016). Davies et al, (2016) conveyed that using a framework allows for a systematic approach to identify and prioritise strategies, for example, the school prioritised the frameworks suggestion of highlighting pupil voice. Using pupil voice in circle times has shown to decrease the number of behavioural incidents and increased attendance in School A. This is in line with research by Durlack et al, (2011) who found a strong link between mental health on well-being and these outcomes and links with Fielding’s (2004) research, that found that when students feel their feelings are respected and valued, they are more likely to be motivated to engage and learn.
The framework is based on a whole-school approach. Bogotch and English (2023) suggest that this whole school approach creates an environment that involves learners, parents, staff and governors working together as a community to increase wellbeing, which is one of the targets for School A. However, Fullan (2007) has argued that using a whole school approach could bring about challenges relating to change. For example, some stakeholders may be sceptical of new approaches which will stunt the development and implementation of the approach. Overcoming this resistance will require effective communication, leadership and support which is one of the aspects that the framework emphasises as important in the success of the approach (NHS Wales, 2021). As previously mentioned, for circle times and pupil voice to be effective, staff may benefit from training (Himelo-Silver et al 2007). It could be suggested that training such as Social and Emotional Learning training (SEL) could be implemented into the school. This training promotes social and emotional competence, positively affecting mental health and well-being (Durlack et al., 2011), by building emotional resilience and providing skills to manage stress and anxiety (Greenburg et al, 2017). Durlack et al, (2011) also found that SEL can contribute to the decrease of behaviour problems which is a concern of School A’s, while CASEL (2020) found that SEL strategies help pupils to develop self-regulation and relationship skills. However, Ginwright and James (2002) emphasise the importance of ensuring the strategies are diverse and can be applied to different social an emotional norm across different cultures. Nevertheless, Freeman (2017) found that incorporating pupil voice and SEL strategies creates a positive, inclusive class environment where students feel valued and supported. Therefore, through being trained in techniques and strategies that can positively effect pupil well-being, the outcomes from this action point could be more substantial.








Conclusion 

The purpose of this report was to critically examine the processes behind how a chosen school develops their SIP. After critically examining how the school have implemented a whole school approach to improving pupil mental health and well-being, it has been found that using an evidence-based framework has benefited the pupils through recommendations f increased circle times and pupil voice. I have gained a deeper understanding of how action points like this are identified and implemented and have increased my knowledge of the importance of the SIP. In the future, I will make sure my practice is informed by the schools’ SIP priorities and I will be proactive in understanding them. Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) found that ensuring professional development is in line with the schools improvement goals enhances practice and learning outcomes. The report also emphasises the importance of professional learning and working collaboratively and how this is important to continue to develop throughout my career (Welsh government , 2018). 
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During the period until 2021, and
‘within the context of the four purposes
(see diagram on page 19) of the new
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« use reputable pedagogic research and
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help raise standards for all in Wales
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formative assessment, this wil include
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« bring forward legislation for the revised
curriculum and assessment arrangements
reaffirming the principle of a new national
curriculum framework for Wales, which
will be defined through a broad set of
duties, and will provide the freedom for our
practtioners to use their professionalism and
creativty to meet the needs of al learners

« develop a transformational approach to the
learning, teaching and assessment of the
Welsh language with the aim of ensuring
al learners wil be able to use the Welsh
language when they leave school
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experiences so that the currculum i rich
and varied as well as being inclusive, broad
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from the best possible learning opportunities
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