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Introduction 
The purpose of this report is to investigate how a school builds its school development plan and then critically examine one priority within it and reflect on the actions, impact and evidence base used in its creation and ongoing development.  
This examination is focussed on a Primary School in the Rhondda Cynon Taf local authority that has 430 pupils on roll from the ages of 3 to 11. The school has a mix of part- and full-time pupils attending nursery, 14 mainstream classes and is two form entry. Very few pupils are from an ethnic minority background or receive support in English as an additional language, and no pupils use Welsh as a first language. 
Having investigated the school’s development plan during my most recent professional teaching practice, the school priority that will inform the basis of this report is: To improve the social, emotional and mental wellbeing of pupils and staff.




















Literature review
Planning for school improvement is a well-established undertaking in Wales and many other Western countries (Broadhead et al., 1998; Fernandez, 2011; Strunk et al., 2016). It’s the responsibility of a school’s leadership (headteacher, senior leadership and/or governing body) to create a plan. The school improvement plan should be a physical and electronic document that provide the following information as a minimum: an overarching vision; the schools priorities to be achieved within a defined time period; a series of actions and timeline that will support the achievement of priorities; stated measurable outcomes to assess to what extent the school priorities have been achieved (Meyers and VanGronigen, 2019).
The agreed priorities are often a result of much discussion between stakeholders at a school, local authority and government level, who’s own priorities may not immediately align. These agreed priorities may develop and need to change over time too (Penual & Shepard, 2016). School leaders play a vital role as they will have the knowledge to weigh up the competing priorities of stakeholders against the school’s vision. They need to interpret policy to formulate the objectives they feel are most pressing for them to concentrate on. Ideally, leadership should ensure that the improvement objectives are constructed with the input of as many stakeholders as possible (Schildkamp, 2019). None more so than the school’s teaching staff. The extent to which teachers have been involved in agreeing the objectives, determining the associated actions, and setting measurable outcomes will often correlate with their willingness to implement them (Park, Daly and Guerra 2013). 
In 2014, Welsh Government released ‘School development plans’ which provided guidance on the statutory instructions set out in the Education (School Development Plans) (Wales) Regulations 2014 which was introduced to help raise educational standards and improve the outcomes of learners in Wales. More recently, under Section 10 of the Education Act 1996 (UK Government 1996), Welsh Government issued ‘School improvement guidance: framework for evaluation, improvement and accountability’ (2022) which replaces the earlier guidance with a framework that is aligned to the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020a) to ensure schools are supporting every learner to make progress, contributing to its four purposes. 
Good wellbeing in children is considered an essential component for their positive development and an emotional prerequisite for successful learning. Wellbeing has also been attributed to improved physical health, less risk-taking behaviour, improved attendance at school, and positive cognitive and behavioural outcomes among learners. There is also wide agreement that the promotion of wellbeing amongst school age children has a positive impact on their development overall (Suldo, Thalji, and Ferron 2011). Subsequently, there has been a focus on the promotion of wellbeing within the significant environments in-which school age children spend their time. As schools are one of the significant environments for school age children, the demands placed upon them to create conditions to harbour positive wellbeing continue to grow (Holzer et al., 2021).   
The wellbeing of children is now a prominent consideration in educational policy (Welsh Government 2021; 2023), and perhaps most notably, Health and Wellbeing now features as one of the six Areas of Learning and Experience within the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government 2020a). With wellbeing gaining such attention in education throughout many countries, its widespread use has meant that it has become increasing difficult to define. There also appears to be a recuring lack of clarity in educational contexts of how wellbeing is understood and supported. Despite this increase in wellbeing related policy there is very little evidence-based direction on how to systematically define, plan, implement and evaluate wellbeing strategies, especially at a whole-school level (Powell et al., 2019). 
There are many factors that are documented as influencing the wellbeing of teachers. These include life satisfaction, happiness in their personal lives and positive psychological functioning. Such positive psychological functioning can be seen when teachers are able to establish strong interpersonal relationships in school, feel like they are trusted to have a level of autonomy because of their competence and when they are given opportunities for growth (Harding et al,. 2019). A school’s ethos, which is usually set out by its leadership creates the climate which can influence the teacher’s daily experience. If this climate limits the teacher’s agency, then this will negatively affect wellbeing and detrimentally impact the teacher’s performance (Glazzard and Rose 2020). 
There is a good body of evidence now which suggests that the creation of positive teacher-student relationships has a positive effect on learning, behaviour and wellbeing (Hattie, 2009; Kidger et al., 2012; Plenty et al., 2014). The positive relationship between students and teachers may also contribute to the student’s belief that their teachers care about their learning and them personally, which will improve their wellbeing. Having good relationships may also enable a teacher to support the wellbeing of their students through the identification of a potentially needed intervention with any students who may be at risk of mental health problems (Harding et al., 2019). The quality of these relationships may also impact on the wellbeing of teachers and their resilience to cope with the many and varied challenges that are the hallmark of the profession. Those teachers identified as having poor mental health and wellbeing may find it more difficult to model positive relationships with their learners (Roffey 2012).









Developing an action point 
The school has produced a School Improvement Plan for the 2022/23 academic year which the headteacher and members of the senior leadership team began to draft towards the end of the 2022 summer term. Updated guidance from Welsh Government ‘School improvement guidance: framework for evaluation, improvement and accountability’ (2022) was not published until June, so the process they followed also utilised the Welsh Government 2014 guidance too. Moving forward, the school will fully utilise the updated guidance, which is more aligned to the Curriculum for Wales (2020), which the school has fully embedded since September 2022. That said, the school have already incorporated aspects of the new guidance into their plan, including the subtle change from a development to improvement plan. 
The school’s improvement plan has an overarching vision for the school that has been in place for several years ‘Believing, learning and growing together’. Within the plan, this vision has been broken down further to explain how the school aims to develop its learners, leaders and practitioners and the qualities and behaviours that exemplify that development. Establishing a clear vision and set of values for all enables the school to move forward with improvements that are shared and understood by all. Although the primary focus of school improvement is to support learners and deliver the best possible learning experiences and outcomes for them, the school has made a point of prioritising the improvement of staff too, which mirrors the ethos of the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government 2020a). 
The next step in the improvement process set out by Welsh Government (2014, and 2022) is for the school to go through a period of evaluation to reflect on their performance in the previous year, consider how well they are performing, areas of strength, what needs to improve and then formulate the actions to make those improvements. The schools published improvement plan contains no reference to evaluation or how they performed against their objectives in the previous year’s improvement plan. Having spoken with the school’s headteacher (Headteacher 2023), their evaluation is a continual process which they and senior leadership review on a monthly basis. This is a mix of qualitative and quantitative data that they can access via a range of local and national systems to help them monitor progress of learners. This data is then summarised and shared more widely with teaching staff to inform their collective agreement of objectives for the following year.     
Once a period of evaluation has taken place, the school can then establish its new targets for the year ahead, in addition to setting out its priorities for the next three years. The school’s improvement plan contains a one-page 3-year strategic overview and then a more detailed breakdown of objectives for the 2022/23 academic year. 
The school has identified 4 priorities within its 2022/23 improvement plan, including our focus within this report ‘To improve the social, emotional and mental wellbeing of pupils and staff’. Each priority is listed, and the school explains why it is a priority; how they will monitor it; and the qualitative impact they hope to see. All but one of the priorities have been deemed so, based on the strategic plans of Welsh Government. It is stated that the wellbeing priority has been made so because it is a ‘Welsh Government priority’ and ‘RRRS priority’. The Welsh Government’s wellbeing objectives are set out in the ‘Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015’ (Welsh Government 2015). The importance of wellbeing is a theme which features throughout the new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government 2020a) and has been further emphasised through the all-Wales ‘Framework on embedding a whole-school approach to emotional and mental well-being’ (Welsh Government 2020b). And ‘RRRS priority’ refers to Welsh Government’s response to the Covid-19 pandemic ‘Renew and reform: supporting learners' wellbeing and progression’ (2021). The priority is then explored more deeply with the following: 
· Staff responsible for leading the delivery of the priority. 
· Actions to be taken by the end of the academic year.
· Associated professional learning and development opportunities. 
· Termly Impact Assessment.
· Resources required.  
This section of the plan might also have benefitted from a review of previous targets and how it plans to work with the community as per the guidance from Welsh Government (2014). 
The school has already begun to act in pursuit of these objectives with a clear set of actions in their improvement plan. The school will be reviewing the impact of these actions on a termly basis, with the Autumn term impact already published on the school’s website as part of the improvement plan.     
















Reflection and evaluation 
The school has produced a robust improvement plan that clearly sets out their prioritised actions to support the improvement of attainment and outcomes for learners, and more than satisfies the guidance set out by Welsh Government (2014). However, there are some other approaches for them to consider, especially as they move to the new school improvement guidance (Welsh Government 2022) at the end of this academic year. 
The school has been producing improvement plans for several years, so they should be able to include a section that addresses how well the targets from the previous year were met. If targets from the previous year were met, then that should be celebrated and if they were not, then that should be explained, and any corrective action needs to be taken within the current plan. This would also help the priorities of the school to be tracked over time and illustrate the evolving nature of the school’s efforts to improve, rather than each improvement plan appearing to stand in isolation.  
As previously discussed in the literature review, the notion of wellbeing features prominently in Welsh Government educational policy, which the school directly attributes to their decision-making in making it a priority for the school this year. What does the school mean by wellbeing? How do they know that their learners and staff are deficient in wellbeing? If the overarching principle of an improvement plan is to improve the attainment and outcomes of learners, then they should feature more in the determination of priorities and not simply government policy? It may well be that the evidence locally mirrors the policy level directive, but in the absence of any local evidence to support that within the improvement plan, it detracts from the importance of the priority.
Transparency is a theme that features within the new school improvement guidance (Welsh Government 2022). The school’s improvement plan should be transparent enough for wider citizens to understand how well the school is doing and provide contextual information. The plans lack of evaluation against previous years has already been discussed and the inclusion of this would certainly provide context to the current plan. Being more specific about the policy documents that are informing the prioritisation for the school would improve the plans overall transparency. Simply listing ‘Welsh Government priority’ does not provide enough context for anyone outside of the school’s leadership and governing body to understand why their priorities exist. The inclusion of quantifiable data and targets would create a more transparent and understandable plan. The qualitative statements made throughout only make sense to the school staff and governing body and lack definitive measures of performance.   
The school included a 3-year strategic overview within its plan that listed the aims and aspirations that the school has over that period. None of the aims and objectives for 2022/23 appeared to correlate to any of the priorities set out in the plan for the same year. The school could try to make sure that there is better signposting from the strategic overview to the annual priorities in future reports.
Conclusion 
This report has analysed the School Development Plan at a theoretical level, explored the practical process of creating it and examined how the targets within it are defined, actioned, and measured. 
Although it is a document for the school and the improvement of its pupils, there any many stakeholders and their competing priorities to be considered by the school’s leadership before it can be completed. It has given me a deeper understanding of the responsibilities of school leadership and given me an even greater sense of respect for their roles. It has also provided some insight to one of the tasks that may lay ahead, as I look to the start of my teaching career.      
With a greater appreciation for the time, effort and pressure that goes into the completion of a School Improvement Plan for school leaders, I am left wondering if it is a worthwhile exercise? The overarching purpose of the plan is to improve the attainment and outcomes for learners, but Wales has seen very little improvement in the attainment of its learners since the requirement to produce an improvement plan was introduced. Given the wellbeing challenges that the report highlights for teaching staff already, should policy leaders be considering other ways that schools can set their priorities? 
By preparing this report I have acquired a deeper understanding of the multiple facets of educational leadership and will use it to evidence my completion of three strands within the Leadership QTS Standard (Welsh Government, 2018).  
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