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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: 
School Development Plans, School Context & Chosen Area of Attendance. 
In order to plan strategically for improvement, schools in Wales engage with a School Development Plan (SDP), documenting what a school must do in order to improve the outcomes of learners. With the use of both short and long term targets in relation to the school’s needs, an SDP will also address how the national priorities of numeracy, literacy, digital competency, and the impact of poverty on educational attainment are addressed. 
The school I was placed in during my professional teaching experience is the focus of this writing; a mixed ability, bilingual, comprehensive school ages 11 to 18, with approximately 1500 pupils. The level of Free School Meals (FSM) is 17.3%, English as an Additional Language (EAL) is 8.6%, and Additional Learning Needs (ALN) is 39.3%. All of the information used shall be anonymised, adhering to the British Educational Research Association’s Ethical Guidelines report (BERA, 2018, p. 21), protecting both the school and students involved.

 ‘Parental effort is consistently associated with higher levels of achievement, and the magnitude of parental effort is substantial’ (Sapungan, 2014, p. 22). I have decided to choose parental engagement, specifically in relation to the student’s attendance as a focus of this writing. Attendance within the school, and the ways in which the area has been acknowledged, with a specific focus on the responsibility and interest of all stakeholders involved; the student, their support network at home, the school and community.

School Development Plan: Learning the Cycle. 
In order to closely monitor a school’s performance, there is use of data collated to outline areas in need of development. This data is used to fuel a sound decision to improve the education provided in a proficient way (Schildkamp, 2019, p. 6). A use that is different from audits for example, as the aim of an SDP is to reduce the gap between a school’s current performance level and its full potential (Hannover Research Group, 2014, p. 5). Within an SDP there are specific sections that run essentially as a cycle, ensuring that there are positive actions systematically moving forward continuously (Xaba, 2006, p. 26), the sole purpose being to improve the outcome of learners and raise standards within the school (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 4). Before the cycle begins, a vision needs to be understood and agreed on by all stakeholders such as, head teacher, staff and parent governors (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 5). What the school wishes to achieve should be reachable goals that make sense practically for the school within the context it is situated (Schildkamp, 2019, p. 21). Getting the right balance in difficulty of goals is extremely important as setting goals that are too easy reduces motivation within staff and pupils, deflating the school’s potential for change (Hannover Research Group, 2014, p. 11). Good and Brophy (1974, p. 517), stress that setting committed goals in order to reach them enables higher performance achievement.
The next thing for the school in relation to its SDP is self-evaluation. This enables a school to see how they are performing currently. Pinpointing areas of success, areas for improvement, and steps they could take in order to make that improvement. It is important to note here that schools, as well as collating their own data, have access to data from their family schools and also schools that are a high level of achievement, including statistics regarding specific learning groups, i.e. ALN and EAL. This data is useful for comparison and an understanding of their performance in a wider context.
To also inform a school’s self-evaluation process, qualitative data such as inspection reports or correspondence with pupils, parents and other external agencies shall be used as well as quantitative data such as tracking of learner’s progress or documented absences. The struggle that could potentially be run into with the involvement of parents and careers, especially when attempting to source information, is that it could be seen as a tick box exercise, with little purpose or reasoning. This could be detrimental to its results as seen in research conducted by Xaba (2006, p. 21) with parents not engaging purposefully. Schildkamp and Kuiper discuss this using the term ‘Data-based decision making’ (2010, p. 17); making innovative changes within schools based upon data. These types of data are important in order to get a larger scope of the school’s performance and enable an increase of student achievement and improving through the use of both the opinions of others and data in numbers (Schildkamp Et Al, 2016, p. 5). Qualitative and quantitative data working together and complementing one another (Thomas, 2017, p. 119). A ‘Mixed-method’ approach to self-evaluation allows more understanding of school difficulties (Ercikan & Roth, 2006, p. 3). However, Hammersley (2014, p. 15) suggests that problems could occur by researching using both qualitative and quantitative data in conjunction, concurring with Creswell (2003, p.42) in believing that the approach could arise many unfocused questions.
Strategic Planning follows the Self-evaluation stage of a school’s SDP. Goal setting has its importance in ensuring that students and other stakeholders realise the connection with current changes in order for future achievement. Allowing them to focus specifically on challenges and encourage academic improvement (Grant & Stronge, 2013, p. 7).
Then naturally it comes to the school taking action in relation to its intentions outlined in the agreed upon SDP. Meaning that staff are aware of their responsibilities in regard to the intended improvements and the time frames which sufficient progress should be completed by. This SDP is a live working document, which outlines the priorities of a school for the upcoming three years and is updated annually, ensuring a truthful, up to date reflection; a true representative of all involved stakeholders.

Parental Engagement: The Link Between Home, School and Community. 

Parents and careers are an important factor to enabling the raising of standards in regard to improving learner’s outcomes (Taylor, 2012, p. 7), their engagement should be constant throughout the SDP process (Welsh Government, 2014, P. 18). Raising areas for development, as well as working towards improvement. 

It is important to mention that not all parents are as involved with their children’s school life as they could be, in fact some are passive and distant from their children’s studies (Sapungan, 2014, p. 42). This has a detrimental effect on the child and reflects itself almost every time in the child’s attendance and their ability to engage in school and their lack of motivation (Lee and Burkam, 2003). This is where working with multiple agencies is useful, and schools are encouraged to use the Welsh Government Families First Programme:  Team Around the Family (TAF), (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 11). TAF organise meetings and support for the family, this includes local organisations in order to support them with a wide range of issues (Powys, 2019).

However, many parents are keen to attend parents evenings, sign planners, and discuss with their child progressive targets (School x SDP, 2019), this was evident in my chosen school. Henderson and Berla (1994) express that a positive impact on a child and their school achievement is possible due to their family’s ability to create: an encouraging home environment in regards to learning, express the right level of expectation for their child to achieve now and later in life and for the parents to be involved with the school and its community. Encouraging these behaviours and interactions at home, with the intention to build the figures in attendance. The school in question works closely with relevant agencies in and around the community such as Social Services, TAF and the Police to promote healthy relationships. The school have an ongoing relationship with the community Police officer. His presence and weekly lectures promote the importance of attendance and provide strong and consistent support for the school, students and their families. this raises awareness of attendance for all stakeholders and is an effective strategy used by the school to improve attendance (Tusla, 2015, p. 22). The key issue regarding attendance is simple: children who don’t attend  school, don’t learn; and this lack of learning has a knock-on effect on them later in life; these children are growing up to become fully fledged members of the community ​(Welsh Assembly Government, 2011, p.6), and must be equipped with the skills and knowledge needed. 
Although parents are inevitably held accountable for their child’s attendance, the school need to have strategies in place to ensure pupils are attending and hopefully have a much more enjoyable experience. (children will do anything to not be there if they aren’t enjoying or engaged)​, (Welsh Assembly Government, 2011, p. 14). Tackling attendance issues is more effective when multiple agencies from the TAF are used (Powys Children and Young people’s Partnership, 2019, P. 22). This mentality links directly to the Curriculum reform in Wales, more specifically the underpinning Four Core Purposes: encouraging students to take responsibility for themselves, work collaboratively in order to become fully fledged members of wales and the world (Donaldson 2015). Epstein’s (2001) theory of ‘overlapping spheres of influence’ offers further insight. His theory states that, with the child central, three main influencers surround them: school, family, and community. All three are responsible for educating and socialising children (Sanders, 2001, p. 20). 

As addressed within the topic school’s SDP, one of their main focuses is to improve attendance. Based on school data collected, the whole school attendance for the year 2018/19 was 90%, the school recognise this as a significant figure and want to put strategies in place to address the level of non-attendance (School SDP – Details Available on Request). In order to address this concern, the school’s agreed upon Success Criteria consists of monitoring closely the registers taken within school, positive rewards system and recognising as well as supporting the parents of regularly absent pupils through engagement with the school. Improving the communication between school, home and external agencies, thus promoting a healthier, community relationship with attendance (School SDP).

For pupils who register under the average amount, the school aim is to target these pupils and notify the parents, in order to hold meetings with all involved (School SDP). Supporting parents to engage with the school, improving communication with parents and providing an opportunity to discuss the importance of attendance and prepare steps in progression. A parent having a positive relationship with the school is promoted in these interactions, which should reflect on the student, having a positive impact on their view of the school, showing respect and adhering to attendance policies (Tusla, 2015, p. 23).
A strategy in which to engage parents is communication methods, this can be through formal meetings, parents evening, open evenings or meeting them at the school gates, in order to build relationships and communicate with one another (Campbell, 2011). This is something the school takes a thorough approach to. In order to communicate with parents and keep them up to date with coming events, the school send home letters and run a prompt text service straight to each pupil’s home contact, notifying them of important updates, and a phone call in the event of an emergency. During parent evenings, the students are a huge part in the conversation between school and home, in fact they usually lead the conversation, taking ownership of their current performance. This linking closely with the 4 purposes of the new curriculum, aiming towards ‘ambitious, capable learners’ (Donaldson, 2015).
An approach that this school and many others take in regard to raising the levels of attendance across the school, supported by Railsback (2004, p. 12), is a reward system along with strict attendance policies understood by all, that come with consequences when school is missed. However, other literature suggests consequences do not have positive actions. According to The Elton Project (1989) ‘Schools which put too much faith in punishments to deter bad behaviour are likely to be disappointed’ and sanctions are more likely to amend a student’s attendance when they encourage responsibility to be taken and concern the issue without condemning the pupil (Department of education and skills, 2005, p.21). However, Epstein and Sheldon (2002) explore the parallel between positive reinforcement and a reduced number of absenteeism. (Barbetta, 2005) Suggests that teachers who ignore the negatives and praise the positives reinforce this behaviour and tend to see improvements.
The school have set in place rewards for pupils with good attendance, like school trips as a positive reinforcement. Children want to hear when they have done well, and positive​ recognition of their achievements during assemblies for example seems to have positive impact on their attendance (Railsback, 2004, p. 14).
​ 
A Suggestion Moving Forward:

Some parents struggle with barriers to this engagement; transport, time, monetary, language or numeracy skills, or confidence (Goodall, 2011, p. 10). The data regarding EAL learners is important as lack of understanding in some households could contribute to absenteeism; ensuring an ability to communicate is essential for the process. This makes it easier for stakeholders to participate and take ownership of this issue (Xaba, 2006, p. 20). Estyn (2017) highlight a school who place great importance on their engagement with the parents of pupils from vulnerable groups in order to ensure the removal of any potential barriers to learning, gathering a positive effect on the attendance of pupils. They focus specifically on EAL as this is relevant for over 70% of their pupils, a considerably high number in relation to the focus school in this writing. However, I feel that their strategies are important, as these struggles could be a reality for some of the parents in this school, just because they are not represented in a large number, does not mean they should not be a subject of help. Their strategies consist of learning groups for parents, facilitating lessons for them in English, Numeracy, First Aid and pupil Wellbeing to name a few (Watkins, C, 2020). Ensuring a translation was available when in contact with relevant families, the school also made connections with the local Somali community group, after assessing data and recognising the volume of pupils this would be relevant for. Making these links and community connection increased pupil’s attendance, due to parental participation, from 88% to 91.2%(Estyn Article. Details available upon request). I found this to be a very interesting strategy, as it can be looked at in many different ways. Pupils with EAL households make only 8.6% of the school in question, however if the community links expand and the lessons facilitated for adult learning become about other needed topics, this could really have a huge impact on the school’s journey with improving attendance. 

Conclusion 

It is clear that school development planning is a powerful instrument for school improvement and ensures a coherent action-planning process for school renewal, innovation and change. (Xaba, 2006, p. 23). This school tackle engagement with attendance in many ways, from the use of community links such as the police officer, rewards system and meetings with parents. Moving forward, the ability to connect with the parents are careers of students Is an exceptionally important task, and as highlighted above, a way in which to do this could be achieved is facilitating adult learning. 


With the current Covid-19 pandemic ensuring the closure of our schools, this means that the ability to connect with homes and parents engaging with this learning experience is all too important. Cotton and Wikelund (1989, p. 18) express how parents working with their children at home has the most powerful effect. Families have quickly had to get to grips with remote learning and online resources provided by the school, they have even created an online sharing group through the use of social media, so parents can interact with one another: about the resources teachers have provided; share and discuss with other parents and teachers; reflecting how they can cope together. Although it certainly does not showcase an improvement on pupil’s attendance within the school, it does show an incredible amount of effort and interaction the school has gone through to reach its pupils and wider community during this pandemic. Epsrein’s (2001) ‘Overlapping Spheres of influence’ for a child being all the more important, hopefully the school, family and community will continue working together and when the time is right, attendance will improve. 
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What I have done in this assignment...
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	‘Improve implementation of harvard referencing’

	I have been thorough to ensure I follow the correct referencing pattern throughout the assignment, checking over my work once it is done. 

	Targed/Target 2
	‘Be critical in the presentation of arguments and counter arguments.’

	I have made sure that the points made in this assignment are critically compared with others research, both for and against.





