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How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base.

Introduction 

This essay discusses one aspect of a school development plan, government sources will be explored to understand whether the chosen aspect is a national issue, area issue or an issue personal to the school. The aspect chosen is attendance, in the previous year’s School X have faced a decline in attendance, therefore impacting all other areas, wellbeing and education of the pupils. 

School X is based in a relatively rural area of South Wales, it houses 173 pupils between the ages 3 and 11 (Estyn, 2020). Similar to the national average, 18% of children are eligible for free school meals (Estyn, 2020). The national average for children on the alternative needs register is 21%, School X has an average of 23% which is moderately higher than the national average. Most of the pupils come from White British backgrounds with very few from other ethnic backgrounds (Estyn, 2020).  Overall, 62% of the pupils come from Welsh-speaking backgrounds (Estyn, 2020). 
 
Literature Review 

Continuous absence of a child is a cause for concern (Welsh Government, 2023b). The Welsh government believe that early identification of a pattern of absences is key in dealing and supporting pupils who may have underlying issues related to wellbeing and mental health; the Welsh government have therefore lowered the number of absences allowed to 10% from the previous 20% with the forethought that it will enable children (Welsh Government, 2023a) 

Attendance overall was well pre-pandemic, since the pandemic schools have seen an increased number of absences. Welsh Government have addressed this matter as Jeremy Miles states that post pandemic there needs to be a national effort to increase pupils’ attendance in schools. According to national Welsh statistics 1 in 5 children are missing school on a regular basis and therefore action is required to reduce the number of continuous absences (Welsh Government, 2023a). 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) Ecological system theory demonstrates the different things that have an impact on children’s development, there are different sections but Bronfenbrenner states that those who are within the microsystems have the greatest impact on the development of the child, as expected within the microsystem is school. Children who are continuously absent from school are missing out on important life altering experiences, Neath and Port Talbot council suggest that when children are in school, they’re developing social skills, cultural awareness, different life skills, these connect to the Welsh governments four purposes. Swansea council state that attending school is essential for effective learning and social inclusion of the child (Swansea Council, 2023). It is clear that the school impacts all elements of an individual’s life, there is no shadowing away from the purpose of school and that is to educate children, although there are many different attributes to attending school, especially with the recent changes to education and the Welsh Governments Curriculum for Wales allows for children to develop all aspects of themselves to become a better citizen. 

Jeremy Miles states that since the Coronavirus pandemic in 2020 the number of absences has not reduced as much as the Government expected (Welsh Government, 2023b) and therefore, they have created the ‘Belonging, Engaging and Participating document to aid schools in their battle with attendance (Welsh Government, 2023b), the Government have also created a simplified version, which can be distributed to families of pupils to ensure parents understand the extreme importance of their child attending school. Welsh Government (2023b) suggest that those children who are eligible for free school meals’ absence at school has doubled to 18.8%, this correlates with the figures seen in school x. 

The Belonging, engaging and participating document (Welsh Government, 2023c) released by the government states that the numbers of absences have not increased since the Coronavirus pandemic and therefore calls for change, suggesting pupils may feel as though they are not safe, due to covid, many children where not going to playgroups, communicating with other children (Welsh Government, 2023c), first time parents may not have realised that their child may have had a speech difficulties as they were not surrounded by other children to see a comparison, this has resulted in a number of children with delayed speech (Welsh Government, 2023c) , children become aware quickly that they are different and this is also another reason why pupils may not want to attend school (Welsh Government, 2023c). The Belonging, engaging and participating document suggest how schools should approach an attendance plan for their schools (Welsh Government, 2023c), and as will be seen in the following School X have used the government guidance to assist in their own development plan for attendance within the school, whilst adding extra things that are personal to the school and their approach.

Klein and Sosu (2023) suggest that absence from school is associated strongly to negative achievements of those pupils are disadvantaged, such as those who are on the additional needs register and those pupils who are eligible for free school meals compared to children who are not on the register or eligible for free school meals. The Welsh government also suggest that school is a place where children can further their academic knowledge along with aiding in their mental health and well-being (Welsh Government, 2023c). McDonald et al., (2022) suggest that school post pandemic is difficult for those on the additional needs register and therefore suggests that due to these children will not attend school, this also reinforces the governments finding of the number of children on the additional needs register that do not attend school has increased since the Pandemic. 


Developing an action point 
School X have chosen to develop their approach to dealing and lessening the declining attendance rate in their school, since the Coronavirus pandemic in 2020, School X have faced a rapid decline in attendance, mainly those with alternative learning needs, and those entitles to free school meals, but there has still been a substantial decline overall including all other students. Over the last year the numbers have improved overall but the gap between the pupils who are entitled to free school meals and the children who are on the alternative needs register compared to the other pupils. After the collection of data received, the school decided that this is an area which requires further investigation and notice, School X became more vigilant in their approach to prolonged or continuous absences. 

The school have adopted many different strategies to get a hold on their attendance problem and reach the targeted improvements. The aims of their area of development are first of all to get a clear understanding on attendance and its importance through to families and carers of their pupils. By the end of the school development plan, they hope that the overall attendance for their pupils will have improved from 89% to 91%, although their aim mainly focuses on those who are from disadvantaged backgrounds, closing the gap between those entitled to free school meals/ pupils on the additional learning needs register and the pupils who are not entitled to free school meals. The current aim is to increase pupils who are eligible for free school meals attendance to 87%, similarly School X aim to increase the attendance of pupils on the additional needs register from 83% to 85%. School X have introduced different types of support to support these pupils with their transition back into school, those who require emotional support will be referred to have Emotional literacy support assistant which will be delivered by a trained member of staff along with other support like Lego club.  

Communication is a large aspect of this chosen area to develop, School X came to the realisation that since the Coronavirus Pandemic in 2020 and how it impacted the last few years it had also impacted the communication and relationship between the school and home, which has further been seen to affect the pupil’s attendance at school. School X have received advice from the Education Welfare service on how to proceed with handling the persistent absences within the school, and deal with other absences to ensure that they do not get neglected and then become a larger problem in the future. Formally the school will send out two letters, if attendance sill does not improve then there will be a meeting with their parents or careers, if this does not work then it will be oved along to the educational welfare service. School X have made it clear that this will not be the only steps to improve attendance, they aim to improve attendance through educating everyone within the school community on the importance of attendance and the impact it has on the pupil’s well-being as well as academic success. 

School X have introduced different ways of communicating with parents, the usual newsletters and website notifications, parents evening, the newest additions being coffee mornings and curriculum events. The coffee mornings appear to be improving relationships between the school and home, there are many different types of coffee mornings held, usually they are tailored to the parents, as of late they have been doing mental health coffee morning, supporting not only the pupils but also their families too, the Welsh government (2023) suggested that schools should be involving parents within the school community especially the parents of children who are entitled to free school meals and those who are on the additional needs register. School X decided to involve the children in their attempts to understand absence, there is a Cyngor Ysgol of pupils who have meetings with the senior leadership teams about many different things within the school, but this term decided to also dedicate time to look at absences and the things the children would like to see done in the school to improve attendance, some rewards, things they would like to see done, really using the children’s feedback to further understand the children’s feelings and also gain ideas for things for them to do. 

School X is also using a traffic light system suggested by the welfare education service to monitor pupils’ absences and sending updated attendance letter to every pupil’ parents communicating their attendance percentage and whether they are of concern or not. The senior leadership team will also be sharing progress monthly with the governors. The school have also reminded teachers of their responsibility when documenting attendance, if they notice any patterns in absence, children consistently coming late, or going early with no apparent reason to ensure they My Concern it and make the senior leadership team aware, keeping documentation of everything. 

School X have also decided to target the families and the pupils, the senior leadership team are actively monitoring pupil’s attendance, especially those who are 90%-80% and lower although all pupil’s attendance is being monitored to be vigilant in detecting whether there is a decline in pupil’s attendance at school therefore the intervention can be done before the issue becomes out of hand. Children who are at risk of persistent absences are being monitored every two weeks. Parents are also being held accountable for their children’s attendance, and if they will not be attending school, they must contact the school by 9:30am. School X say that this is also an efficient way of detecting potential safeguarding issues, this allows for the school to intervene if necessary and contact the correct people if they believe a child or parent requires safeguarding or support. 

Finally, the school have adopted the rewarding system for the pupils related to attendance, termly and at the end of the academic year children with the highest attendance percentage receive a certificate to congratulate them on their effort and determination to attend school, also the class with the highest attendance get a pizza party at the end of the year to encourage the want to come to school. 

Reflection and Evaluation 

School X have developed an in-depth plan on a strategy in which they believe will tackle the persistent problem of pupils not attending school. The school have done a well thought out plan, although potentially missing the first step, the healing of the school-home relationship, currently they are holding coffee mornings, they are successful but targeted audiences are not attending, also there has been issues with the parent-teacher association, where parents are going against the school. Therefore, to begin a healing of relationship is suggested, this is especially difficult, but with consistency of the coffee mornings and holding different activities and bringing the parents into the school to enjoy the school environment; an example for this could be hold a mother’s day ball, the children prepare everything, allowing the children to become ambitious capable learner and enterprising, creative individuals, allowing the children to do something special within the school for their parents, creating memories both for the pupils and their families. This then creates an enjoyable, fun and loving environment, it gives parents the opportunity to see for themselves the work the children do and put into their work and the sort of things they do to develop with the new curriculum. 

School x have not seen an increase in attendance as of yet, but the school development plan has only been in action since September 2023, and therefore is in its infancy stages which requires time and patience, overall attendance within the school appears to be on tract to potentially reach the percentage they set out to achieve, however closing that gap between the children who are on the additional needs register, the pupils who are entitled to free school meals and those children who are not eligible for school meals or on the additional needs register may become more of a challenge than initially suggested. 



Conclusion 

It is clear that attendance is not only an issue facing School X, but it also effects the whole of Wales, along with the likes of England. Due to the Coronavirus Pandemic and the closures of the schools, pupils have become apprehensive of going to school, especially those with additional needs and anxiety conditions along with those families who are entitled to free school meals. The Government have created steps to help aid schools to enable them to tackle the problems facing the educational sector at the moment. Taking this into my career will be essential, ensuring I am vigilant and understanding of the needs of the pupils in my care. Along with this ensuring I create a strong relationship with families, ensuring that there is support for all, and that their child will receive the best care within the school and that it is crucial that they attend school for their own future, not only academically but also their health and wellbeing. 
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