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Introduction

This research sets out to discuss the role that School Development Plans (SDPs), also known as School Improvement Plans (SIPs) play on the outcomes and improvement of education within schools. It will focus on one area of the development plan
During my PTE2 placement at a primary school, I had access to their school development plan as well as details as to how the recommendations were approached and implemented.
For hereon in, we will refer to it as SDP during the remainder of this document.
The school that I was resident at for PTE2 is an English-medium based school in a rural area with a small catchment area of two local parishes. It has an average number of pupils for the year with all classes being single-year classes. Free school meals of less than 1% and an ALN percentage of around 3% places the school well below the national average and there are very few statemented children. As well as it being an English-based school, no children use Welsh as their first language.
Typically, most SDPs focus on around 5 keys areas for analysis and improvement. The school that this study focuses on set out 6 areas to target and I will be focusing on one. Due to the coronavirus pandemic that affected the world from 2020 which included both the closure of schools and the disruption of education and classrooms a focus has been placed on the health and mental well-being of pupils. Health and wellbeing is one of the school’s targets and will be the one I will be focusing on – primarily it was something that affected everyone to some degree and as it was so recent (this study was written early 2023). Teaching practitioners are also well placed to spot changes in mental health or look for signs for being at the risk of changes (Department for Education, 2018, p.11)

Literature Review

The groundwork for SDPs was set out by a collection of schools and local education authorities from the mid 1980s (Mortimore, 1992).
SDPs were first introduced country-wide in England in 1998 (School Standards and Framework Act) and followed by Wales in 2002 under the Education Act of 2002. The groundwork for SDPs was set out by a collection of schools and local education authorities from the mid 1980s (Mortimore, 1992). The subsequent Education Act in 2014 in Wales amended the legal duties of SDPs including the requirements on governing bodies and ensuring that the SDPs were up to date and regularly reviewed.
Leading on from the changes in the 2014 amendment, from September 2015, all schools in Wales were required to have in place SDPs that could identify areas within the school that require improvement with a view to improve overall learner outcomes. To facilitate these plans the Welsh Government (2014) has produced guidance. SDPs are written in partnership between teachers, heads, support staff, parents and the wider community such as school governors.
SDPs are generally planned to span a period of three years and will cover both short and long-term goals and are written to identify a school’s strengths as well as identify areas that require improvement and are reviewed and updated annually. Although written to address a three-year period, the SDP should contain enough detailed information so that priorities can be addressed for the current school year.
The annual cycle of SDPs is based on four stages (Welsh Government, 2015): Assessment, Planning Improvement, Making Improvement and Reviewing Impact. During the Assessment stage the school will use a range of qualitative & quantitative data points to determine current performance levels. From this assessment a planning stage is undertaken. Care must be taken to include all stakeholders in this process to get everyone’s opinions and commitment. There is a legal requirement to make the planning details available via a written statement to all parties. From 2019, the requirement to make the SDP available to Estyn was removed (Lloyd, 2019). This happened in part to the pressures that schools may face to create a perfect report and could detract from the school’s focus. Once the planning stage has been agreed upon the guidance is acted upon and subsequently reviewed.
All members of the school including governors must be given a copy of the SDP.
Although we can go back to the second World War and find references to its effect on the mental health of children (Jersild, 1943) it is not until relatively recently that the mental health of children has been taken seriously. A cursory investigation will show that not until the 2000’s has there been any significant traction gained into its investigation and implementation in the school place. In 2004, after the introduction of the Children’s Act (2003) an accompanying document was released (Every Child Matters, 2003). This document, Every Child Matters, in section 10, details officially the importance of mental health and details how it will increase investment in child and adolescent mental health services or CHAMS. It details how both trained health workers and teaching practitioners can work with parents to improve and detect well-being and mental health issues. Furthermore, it details areas such as family troubles, parents that are in prison as well as substance abuse. Tackling well-being and mental health issues and being able to spot them not only helps children in the short term but can stop the effects becoming long-term and psychological into adulthood (Claybourne, et. al, 2019). With schools and teachers being so close to the point of origin, increasing well-being can also help with their mental health (Glazzard & Rose, 2019). If you were to look at the media today, you would see two headlines towering above all others with relation to mental health; social-media and the COVID 19 pandemic. As of 2023 (We are social, 2023) there are 4.76 billion active social media users; that is almost 60% of the worldwide population and in the UK, users of social media people spend on average 5.5 hrs a day on the internet and 2.5 hrs on social media. Since the advent of social media between 2000 – 2005 (Wikipedia, 2023) research has shown a direct correlation between its timescale and depression within young adults (NSDUH, 2019). Covid 19 with its associated lockdowns and periods away from school for children have also resulted in a significant increase in mental health and well-being issues according to the COVID-19 mental health and wellbeing surveillance report (gov.uk, 2022). Extended periods from friends and peers that are normally seen at school is a major contributor. However, even though there has been an increase in mental health issues amongst all age groups the report points out that it was more prevalent amongst secondary school aged pupils. Likely due the fact that this is the age group that is more likely to socialise outside of school. Considering all the findings, it comes as no surprise that schools’ SDPs take mental health and well-being very seriously. The next sections details the approach that the PTE2 placement school takes towards this issue.



Developing an action point 

The context school’s current SDP is a three-year plan as per the guidelines set out by the Welsh Government (2014) and is currently undergoing year two of that process. The current year’s priorities consistsof six targets. We will be focusing on target 5; the prioritisation of “Mental Health and Wellbeing”.
With the school being in the second year of the three-year plan they have the previous years’ outcomes to call upon and feed into the current year’s plan.
During and after the COVID pandemic the wellbeing of children within school has been a national priority (gov.uk, 2021) and has affected pupils across all year groups.  The context school is no different and has undertaken a substantial effort to self-evaluate well-being within the classroom.
One method of self-evaluation stems from the DNA of the school itself. It is a small school with low staff turnover and one that fosters a good working relationship between parents and teachers. The low staff turnover results in good long-term working relationships.  This continues inside the school where the deputy head carries out a daily walkaround the school conversing with children and teachers alike. This feeds into the qualitative aspect of the self-evaluation stage. This daily walk contributes towards a picture of the social and emotional well-being of the school. For example, one child was due to have an operation and this approach can result in all teachers being aware of the situation and that the child may require emotional support after the event. It also gives a “global” picture of the school and gleans feedback on the thoughts and feelings of all.
Additional qualitative measures include weekly teacher inset meetings on a Monday after school that allow teachers to learn about what is happening in school. Such weekly meetings can have a positive effect on the school (Dufour, et. al, 2005) allowing information to be shared. The school also hosts parent-teacher meetings once a term, termed the parent council, with each year group being represented by one or two parents. Involving parents in such ways enables the teachers and parents to come together and enable support and communication to benefit the educational and socio aspects of the school (Estyn, 2021). The parent councils enabled the school to better understand the feelings of the parents and as to how they feel the school could be of help. It goes without saying that parents don’t always understand the feelings of their children as many children may find it difficult to express their feelings to their parents. However, parents can pick up on behavioural changes and express this to the teachers.  Children are also included and given a voice via the formation of a pupil council.
These main qualitative methods feed directly into both the self-evaluation and data-analysis phases. The school combines these findings with quantitative data to complete its “self-evaluation toolkit”. Quantitative data includes the use of rubric charts (Popham, 1997) to give a consistently measurable outcomes such as excellent, good, fair and poor. These are specifically designed to be easily read and understood by all stakeholders. They are used to measure the outcomes of numeracy and literacy as well as the quality of teaching within the classroom.
Questionnaires are sent in various forms to all stakeholders including, for the children a SELFIE – based questionnaire (Social and Emotional Learning for Improvements Elsewhere) was given. This questionnaire enquired about pupils’ friends and their feelings and was developed specifically to gauge the children’s feelings following the pandemic – although it is understood that wellbeing is now always gauged. Whilst questionnaires can deliver specific quantitative data, we must be careful about how the questions are worded. The language used must be easy to understand be clear and use age-appropriate language (Bell, 2007). Visual aids such as smiley faces, pictures or illustrations can also help the children better understand what is being asked of them (Scott, et. al, 1995).
We have mentioned stakeholders and that it encompasses governors, parents, teachers, heads and pupils. Including stakeholder benefits the process by embracing the different people that are directly or indirectly involved in the education of pupils and having a more collaborative approach. The school ensures that all parties are involved as it leads to an inclusive approach that generates more effective outcomes. Each stakeholder type has a unique view of the overall school picture. The school has very close ties to parents and leaned greatly on the feedback.
Through the various methods and people that were utilised the school determined that there were 6 areas that required action within the current year’s SDP. 
Because secondary students appeared to be more affected by issues related to wellbeing (gov.uk, 2022) it was decided to increase focus on year 5 and 6 pupils that were close to transitioning out of primary education and to better prepare them for an already big step.

Reflection and evaluation

The school carried out detailed research into programs that can both identify, help and keep track of mental health issues. There are many mental health programs that either exclusively targets or has modules for wellbeing within schools such as The Resilience Program, Mindup UK and Flourish. After careful consideration a decision was made to Flourish as it had the most accessible and applicable resources that target the age ranges of years 5 and 6 (the program targets ages 10 –14), research shows us (Darling et. al, 2021) that half of all mental health issues manifest themselves before the ages of 14. The Flourish Program (Proton Foundation, 2022) is an eight-week modular course designed to create a positive mindset amongst pupils. The project was funded through the diocese as the school is a voluntary aided school with links to the church. Through a range of activities, team building exercises and resources it aims to open children and have a better understanding of these issues. For example, through these activities it discusses social media with the children and that it’s ok to be unique and that we don’t have to confirm to social media stereotypes. It encourages children to talk amongst themselves as well as with the teacher. The teacher focussed elements of the program can also better train the teacher to look for any tell-tale signs of mental health issues withing the activity groups as effective training helps immeasurably (Public Health England, 2021)
The activities also include some physical activities that are tailored to be inclusive so that those pupils that are otherwise disinclined to be active can also enjoy them. Physical activity is shown to boost mood and help with mental health (Carless & Douglas, 2010).
To evaluate outcomes a set of three evaluation cards is handed out in both the first and eighth sessions to compare the pupils’ thoughts. The school then has follow-up sessions after months one, three and six.
The program that will be utilised appears to be well chosen and well balanced. It caters for believing in oneself, appreciating those around us, inclusivity, faith, health and diversity. With regards to criticality, with such an important subject material would it be prudent to involve all age ranges in the plan? It is understandable that the above-mentioned age ranges have be targeted because of the statistics of this age range but using this methodology sooner could detect any signs earlier. That said, the school does have a well thought out wellbeing plan in the forms of walk arounds.
Secondly, there is no back up plan. The effectiveness of the plan wouldn’t be known for at least 8 weeks. What happens if the program isn’t producing the expected results however unlikely? The program is however discussed during each Monday staff meeting so there is scope for changing or modifying it.
Conclusion

The school’s SDP was well produced and contained in-depth analysis of the previous year’s results as well as the upcoming implementation. It follows the guidelines laid out by the Welsh Government (2014) and is easy to understand and digest. It has been interesting to learn about the huge effort that goes into producing SDPs and the number of people and stakeholders that are involved. It was interesting to read that the requirement to send SDPs to Estyn is no longer required and the reasons behind it. It certainly allows the school to produce a more personalised SDP that doesn’t feel compelled to write it in a way that caters to an eternal audience – it can be itself and address its own needs. Gathering the context school’s SDP and reading and analysing it made me appreciate the hard work that goes into the running of a school and its legislative requirements. I was only able to experience the running of the current year’s plan and examine the outcomes of the previous year’s plan, but I have certainly gained a wealth of knowledge.  It has left me with the thought that maybe SDPs should have more written detail with regards to a particular track not running as well as expected or failing completely. There may be times that it isn’t prudent to carry on until the “end of program” or wait until the “measuring impact” sequence of the SDP. However, I do look forward to experiencing the entire cycle from start to end during my own practice and hope to have some impact upon it. 
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