The de-centralisation of education systems has given schools greater autonomy, granting them power to shape their school development plan (SDP), applying policies which met their own needs and circumstances, and the needs and circumstances of the community it serves. SDP’s must integrate all aspects of a school’s activity and plan over a medium-term perspective of a three-year period. The following report considers how school X has developed an action point from their SDP; how this target has been identified, addressed and impact measured within an evidence-based framework. SDP’s are a necessary tool for continual development, significant in bringing about changes. The action point relates to school and community engagement, focusing on parent communication through mobile apps.[footnoteRef:1] The literature review discusses the impact of parental engagement on student achievement. The development plan illustrates how the school identified the target and how the school has used strategic planning and impact measuring to meet the targets. The report concludes with an evaluation on the school's development of the target with acknowledgement to any limitations, offering recommendations for further implementation.  [1:  Parent refers to any adult who is responsible for the child, that may be step-parents, carers or any other with parental responsibility. ] 

“School X is an English medium 11-16, mixed gender co-educational community school, the number of pupils reduced from 648 in 2013 to 428 at the time of their recent Estyn report in 2019. 40% of pupils live in the 20% most deprived areas of Swansea with 29% of pupils eligible for free school meals, higher than the 16.4% national average.” (Estyn 2019, p .1)
 

SDP’s are evidence of school’s continual drive for improvement, they can involve “professional development of teaching staff, the implementation of new teaching methods or the optimisation of electronic resources.” (Oostdam & Hooge, E., 2013, p.337 ) However, West- Burnham (2007) argues that these methods of school improvement reinforces the school as a “closed system”, whereas in order to continue to raise standards and ensure all children have the potential and support they ned to achieve they must begin to act much more as open systems.(p.13)  It has been proven that “social factors  are disproportionately significant in their impact on children’s academic achievement, the educational success of a school is directly correlated with the social success of the community it serves, suggesting more focus should be given to the social environment of the learner rather than increasing the emphasis on the dominant hegemony of school improvement.” (West-Burnham, 2007, p.21)  Hargreaves’ (2004) solution to closing the gap in achievement and attitude between the higher and lower socioeconomic groups means finding ways of helping parents in the lower socioeconomic groups to play an active and positive role in their children's education. (p.57)  Research shows that involving parents in their child’s education, where they actively support it, and are prepared to do so in the home can have a positive effect on motivation and well-being at school as well as the child’s learning outcomes (Oostdam & Hooge, E., 2013, 338 ,Hargreaves 2004 p.7, Epstein, J. L. 2010).
The EFF recognised, what schools can do to effectively engage parents in a way that improves children’s learning outcomes is limited. However, “an area worth focusing on is developing and maintaining communication with parents about school activities and schoolwork.” (EEF, 2019, p.9) A project involving text messages sent to parents using school communications systems found a small positive impact on mathematics attainment and on decreasing absenteeism. Regular attendance is linked to improved educational outcomes and is an area where parental input can be particularly influential at secondary school. (p.21) They reported school communications with parents are likely to be more effective if they are personalised, linked to learning, and framed positively.  The evidence is strongest for providing parents with more information related to children’s progress and upcoming tasks. (19) The study found parents receiving the texts were nearly three times more likely than those in the control condition to talk to their child about revising for an upcoming test.(p.20) The EEF recognise the difficulty in assessing whether learning outcomes are improving as a result of parental engagement as having a direct impact as a result, but did find “if the aim is to solely improve academic outcomes, classroom interventions working directly with children have more evidence of effectiveness at improving learning that parenting interventions with the same aim.” (p.19) The study concluded providing prompts for a conversation about what the child is learning could be beneficial. 
Communication between teachers and parent about their children is one of Epstein’s six types of parental involvement. (2010 p. 7) Epstein’s research shows, schools in communities with more social capital had more positive family involvement, whereas schools in low socio- economic communities made more contact with families about the problems and difficulties of their children, whilst single parents, parents, parents who live far from the school, and fathers are less involved (Epstein, J. L. (2010, p.7).  A report looking into the reform and improvement of childcare argues that schools need to look at opportunities for families, and especially fathers, to become more closely involved in school life, claiming better communication between parents and schools helps support children to learn. (Every Child Matters, 2003 pp.39-40) 
According to Harris and Goodall (2007) communication should be two way, should be at the point of need and should provide parents with some guidance on how to use or respond to the information. (p.65) Most importantly communications must meet the requirements of the parents, as the clients. (Davies,& Ellison, 1992, p.52) Epstein’s study found that most parents want to be kept up to date about their child progress in school, which most schools do however Harris and Goodall reported parents felt that information is ‘overloaded’, with difficulties in dealing with the language. Referring not only to parents who do not speak English, but also those who may need brail or large text and the use of teacher jargon. (p.62) Over half of parents in the EEF survey said that they had not been consulted on their preferences for receiving information. (p.23) 

Almost all studies of parent communication consider the ‘hard to reach’ parents. Research agrees there us a link between ‘hard to reach’ and under-performance of students. (Harris and Goodall, p.65) The EEF address the difficulty of engaging so-called ‘hard-to-reach’ families, recommending schools understand both the barriers to parental engagement and the strategies to address these.  (EEF, 2019, p.11) The EEF recognise that communications may be particularly important for engaging the parents who could play an important role but may have less contact with school. (p.7) They found important messages for parents who are less involved, face-to-face conversations, phone calls, or text messages were likely to be more effective than generic emails or letters home. (p.19)


Harris and Goodall recommend caution to placing a disproportionate amount of effort getting these parents to interact with the school, warning schools also risk neglecting parents who are already engaged and those parents who are in the middle band. Schools need to consider how to balance engaging hard to reach parents with keeping engaged parents engaged over time. (p.66)Harris and Goodall found trends in achievement, attendance and behaviour are significantly improved where ‘hard to reach parents are engaged in supporting the learning in the home. (6) Impact on achievement has been shown to be greater where schools have succeeded in engaging hard to reach parents than that resulting from the engagement of other groups. (p.67)
Overall, all literature confirms that communication with parents about their child’s education, achievements and upcoming tasks has a positive impact on student outcomes and other factors. There are barriers which schools need to understand and have necessary strategies to overcome, but as the most powerful school improvement lever, parental engagement should be a priority in schools. (Harris and Goodall, p.76)
School development process 
SDP’s allow schools to set their own agenda, rather than responding or reacting to externally imposed policies and initiatives. It brings together the school priorities, the main measures to raise standards and improve learner outcomes, the resources dedicated to these and the key outcomes and targets it intends to achieve.  The SDP begins with the school's vision; what the school is aspiring to achieve considering the context in which it operates and agree a vision that is motivational and achievable. The school performs a self-evaluation, reflecting upon their performance using it as a basis for sustainable improvement planning. Qualitative and quantitative data is collated from class, school, national and international levels and fed into the SDP.  These include qualitative data in the form of inspection reports or information on pupil well- being obtained from consultation with learners, parents/carers, staff. Quantitative data will include: any school comparative information, wider contextual factors, e.g. socio-economic, linguistic, enrolment trends, facilities at school and data from PISA. (Welsh Government, 2014 p.9) 
For school development planning to be most effective, it should involve all school partners and stakeholders; this is essential in ensuring that everyone has a commitment to the school’s improvement agenda.
Once areas for development have been identified they are they prioritised, the governing body must the approve the school’s agreed targets, the strategies to achieve the targets and the expected outcomes as a result of achievement. A clear success criterion should be developed, against which intended improvement can be measured.  Outcomes should focus on the core purpose of school development planning; raising standards and improving outcomes for all learners. It must contain details of the provision for addressing the professional development for all staff, and how the governing body will work with the wider school community, e.g. parents/carers or learners at the school. The final section details how the school deploys its staff and other resources. 
The next stage of the cycle is to put into practice the actions and strategies outlined in the SDP. It is important that the SDP contains clear details of responsibilities, accountability, actions and timescales in order to avoid confusion, duplication and to ensure the most effective use of resources.
The next stage is reviewing the impact of the SDP, considered as live documents, SDP’s are regularly monitored during the development cycle and formally reviewed and revised at least annually or following an Estyn inspection, whichever is sooner. This ensures that the school’s improvement planning and strategies reflect the up-to-date context of the school.(Welsh Government, 2014 p.17)

Developing an action point 
Stage 1 – Self- Evaluation

Schools X’s vision is to provide an inclusive community allowing each pupil to maximise their personal potential. The school identified a priority should be improved communication with parents as research shows parental involvement can have a positive impact on a child’s educational outcomes, mental health and well-being. 

During self -evaluation various quantitative and qualitative data was collected and analysed. An important piece of data was the pupil roll because of its link with the school budget.  In 2007 760 pupils were on roll at school X, falling to 648 in 2013 and numbers continued to fall after a poor Estyn report in 2013. At the time of this report 428 pupils were on roll. Davies & Ellison(1992) recognise falling rolls require a management response (p 57).  The headteacher identified a lack of positive communication with the school’s clients when appointed in 2016, parents were not engaging in their children’s education. To address the falling roll, the action point developed adopted a pro-active management stance, to build a positive reputation with the clients of the school. Davies & Ellison agree that an effective marketing policy enables schools to establish effective communication with the clients of the school.  (1992, p. 57)

The school’s 2013 Estyn report highlighted only 40% of parents felt they were kept up to date about their child’s progress. (Estyn 2013, p.19) This figure was similar at an international level, where according to a PISA survey of school principals, 41% of students’ parents discussed their child’s progress with a teacher on their own initiative and 57% did so on the initiative of teachers.  PISA recommended based on the results, school leaders and educators could do more to increase parental involvement so that everyone – schools, teachers, students and the parents themselves – can benefit from greater parental involvement in school activities. (OCED, 2018, P.49).  This confirmed to the headteacher that lack of parental involvement was a long-standing issue, at a local and international level, that deserved addressing as research confirms that parents’ involvement in their child’s education is positively associated with student performance. (Pisa, 2018, and OCED, p.49)

Davies, & Ellison (1992), recognise the significant contribution all clients and customers of the school have in designing the SDP, integrated, these develop a partnership and focus effort. (p.57) Qualitative data from parents gathered using FORM’s on parents evening and other events allowed parents to express their views and opinions on the current communication systems, and what they felt could be improved, guiding what measures should be put into place to accommodate the needs of the parents. The consensus was that parents felt communication links could be improved; parents wanted to know more about their child’s performance and behaviour. The use of mobile technology was a popular response, providing an ideal platform for communication. 
Furthermore, a survey of teachers at school X found 62% felt that a more effective communication system could be established to communicate with parents/carers and keep track of pupil progress. 


Stage 2 - Strategic planning 
The senior leadership team were instructed to provide training on a new behaviour management system, ClassCharts. Departments and staff were to provide up to date information to support a broader social media footprint representing the learning and wider activities of the school, including making use of Class Charts, updating it regularly for each pupil to inform parents and promote positive achievements in addition to listing any negative sanctions. The required resources were identified as staff time and ICT resources including the purchase and use of behaviour management software ClassCharts with software training on an INSET day. All staff would be involved with the time – scale set from September 2018 ongoing. Parents were asked to download the app via a letter sent home with pupils at the beginning of term, containing instructions on how to access and use the app.


Stage 3 - Implementation 
Departments and staff use class charts daily to gather pupil information in school; teachers record plus points for positive behaviour, attitudes to learning and good work, and minus points for negative behaviour. It is also used to log attendance, detentions and homework. This information automatically shared via an app with parents to keep parents up to date with accurate information relating to day to day progress of pupils in class. Furthermore, students are encouraged to download the app to track their progress and behaviour, to encourage them to be accountable for their behaviour.  



Stage 4 - Measuring impact 

The impact has been measured through a variety of methods; parental and pupil feedback both in questionnaires and face to face discussion have all confirmed a positive increase in communication about whole school and individual pupil activities and progress. 
Teachers reported the system of ClassCharts is quick and easy to use, day-to day information is logged and available to parents and other members of staff instantly. Many parents have downloaded the app, providing them with data on their child’s performance. 
Staff have also reported an increase in attendance, and completion of homework tasks when reported onto the system. Furthermore, a high number of in year transfers, and the largest intake in five years in the 19/20 academic year has contributed to an increase in pupil numbers; and they are predicting the 20/201 intake to increase again. The SLT believe the increased pupil numbers is due to the school establishing a strong and positive relationship with parents, feeling better informed relating to the successes of the school. This was confirmed by the 2019 Estyn report recognising that:
The school has a strong relationship with parents and makes very effective use of apps and social media to keep them informed of successes or areas for concern regarding their child’s attendance, wellbeing or progress. (Estyn, 2019 p.8)





Reflection and evaluation 

The use of ClassCharts has provided a platform for communication of live data between teachers and parents, many teachers and parents regularly engage with the app and support the child’s learning. However, the effectiveness of ClassCharts is dependent on everyone using it regularly; many parents don't use it, and so are oblivious to any positive or negative comments regarding their child. Considering the socio-economic context of the school, some parents may not have access to the internet, apps, or may be unfamiliar with using these platforms. Additionally, some staff use it more than others, so evidence of pupil progress in certain subjects may be limited or inconsistent when compared with others. Whilst there is evidence of improved attendance and completion of homework, an improvement in educational outcomes has not yet been measured. Although the link between attendance and homework completion and performance suggests it is likely it will lead to an improvement in educational outcomes. Whilst some studies show communication with parents has a positive impact on student outcomes, other studies suggest that direct classroom interventions have more evidence of effectiveness at improving learning than parenting interventions.
Furthermore, the information gathered from parents was arguably gathered from already engaged parents as they attended the parents evening, as the literature shows a link between ‘hard to reach’ and under-performance of students therefore attention should be given to the hard to reach parents who are not yet engaged in communicating with the school about their child. Finally, ClassCharts does not allow for a two-way communication system, this embeds the idea of closed ended conversations between the school and parents. Since parents cannot communicate to teachers via the app, they are still required to ring or e-mail the school regarding any queries or for more information. 

Following this report there are some recommendations to overcome some limitations. Parents that have not registered on the app could be contacted to discover why. This may highlight issues that they need assistance with. School X could provide an alternative form of communication to parents who do not have access to mobile apps, or parents who are hard to reach.  Teachers who do not regularly update ClassCharts should be reminded of its importance and effectiveness and offered additional training in using it. Observing how other teachers use it during their lessons may also provide guidance on its use. An alternative communication system that allows for two-way communication between teacher and parent would also be beneficial. Finally, hard to reach parents should be contacted to determine how the school can assist them in establishing communication links, although as the research suggests, schools need to consider how to balance engaging hard to reach parents with keeping engaged parents engaged over time. Overall, the improved communication has led to increased pupil numbers as parents feel better informed about the school and has also recognised by the school’s recent Estyn report (2019).
This report examined how school X developed an action point from their SDP on parent communication. The literature embeds the positive impact that parental involvement can have in a child’s academic performance, and the importance of a positive communication link between the school and parents. Overall, parents and teachers are satisfied with ClassCharts for information sharing and communication and feel it had had a positive impact in attendance, behaviour and homework completion although its effectiveness is reliant on regular and effective use by parents and staff. I will ensure to establish positive relationships with parents and ensure a reliable form of communication is set up that meet the parent’s needs. I will survey parents' preferences and adapt my communication methods to suit this ensuring the information shared is open ended, parent friendly, with details of how I wish the parents to use the information I have shared. If schools are using ClassCharts or a similar system, I will ensure daily updates during my classes, so to give each pupil a true and up to date footprint of their progress and behaviour. I understand the importance of sharing positive information, especially in schools in a low socio economic context. If the system does not allow for two-way communications, I will attempt to reach out to parents another way or discuss with the SLT about implementing a system that accommodates this. 
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