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A Critical Evaluation of the Development of a Strategic Target in a School Development Plan: Actions, Impact, and Evidence-Based Reflections.
Introduction.
In this essay I will critically evaluate one action point from a School Development Plan (SDP). To ensure the anonymity of the school I will be working with, they will be referred to as "School A," in accordance with the ethical guidelines established by BERA (2024). For this assignment, I have chosen to focus on “School A’s” second priority within their school development plan, which is raising attendance. According to Welsh Government (2024), “School A” currently has 203 learners on roll, with a whole school total of 88% attendance,18% of the learners within the school are eligible for free school meals, 26% have additional learning needs and there is also a high number of learners from the Gypsy and Travelling community. The school now includes a gypsy traveler service to support learners and families from travelling backgrounds. The school also sites a Welsh Government funded Flying Start facility, which feeds children into the school (Estyn, 2017). Welsh Government (2023) believe that good attendance has a positive effect on learner’s well-being and on learner outcomes, progression and standards. However, “School A” faces significant challenges related to high learner absences, which can adversely impact learner academic success, and social development (Akkus and Cinkir, 2022). 
The literature review that will follow, discusses the school development process, focusing on the strategic target of attendance improvement, identifying challenges, and highlighting evidence-based strategies while engaging critically with existing research. The following section on developing an action point examines how the attendance target aligns with the school's mission, it details the implementation of key actions, evaluates the impact measurement methods used, and offers a critical analysis of the school’s approach. The reflection and evaluation segment shares personal insights gained from the process and provides evidence-based recommendations for future strategies. Finally, the conclusion will pull together key findings, lessons learned about school development, and the implications that may arise to inform my future teaching practice.
Literature review. 
“School A’s” School Development Plan (SDP) is a strategic framework that can aid in guiding the school in their continuous improvement efforts in achieving their targets. Its main purpose is to identify specific areas for improvements, set measurable and achievable goals, and allocate specific resources and interventions effectively, to achieve the desired outcomes (Welsh Government, 2023a). According to The Education (School Development Plans) (Wales) Regulations (2014), the SDP should be set out by the governing body of the school, it is set out over a three-year cycle and is to be reviewed at the end of each year. In her blog Cox (2015) argued that as there is no teacher input when creating an SDP, she feels that this is a flawed system and that overall targets seem to be vague. However, in “School A" I observed that this was a whole school and stake holder approach. During my time at the school, I witnessed the head teacher holding regular meetings with staff, parents and learners where they were participating in several learner voice sessions to help give a clear understanding at where the school needed to develop, and how they were going to reach their targets. 
In Wales, the SDP aligns with principles outlined in various Welsh Government frameworks, such as the School Improvement Framework and the National Mission, which emphasises in not only raising standards, but also enhancing learner well-being and promoting equity (Welsh Government, 2014; Rowlands, 2021; Welsh Government, 2024a). According to Miles (2023) the country’s national mission is to achieve high standards and aspirations for all children, they aim to do this through tackling the impact of poverty on educational attainment. Attendance is a factor that interlinks with a number of the key objectives of the Miles’ (2023) national mission objectives. This also makes a direct link to section 13A, subsection 3 of Education Act (1996), where all education authorities in Wales must be committed to promoting the highest standards and promoting each individuals learning potential in education. The Curriculum and Assessment Act (2021) has led to updates in these 'national priorities' within School Development Plan regulations. Consequently, from September 2022, all governing bodies must consider these national priorities, particularly in relation to reducing the impact of poverty on learners' progression and attainment when creating an SDP (Central South Consortium, 2022).
A dated study by Malcom et al. (2003) suggested that some parents argued that attendance does not play an important role in education, notably these parents were those whose children had lower attendance. Moreover, more recent research conducted by Corcoran et al. (2023) suggest that regular attendance is not only recognised as a key component of education, but also attainment. Carmarthenshire County Council (No Date) agrees and also adds that poor attendance can impact on a learner’s ability to make vital social connections and friendships. It was recorded that generally, in 2018/19 learners who missed a higher percentage of school had a lower level of attainment during the end of their learning phase (GOV.UK, 2022). There are a number of reasons that can play a role in a learner’s attendance at school. According to Hayward (2024), reasons such as bullying, mental health illness of parents or children and unmet needs can play a vital role as to why a child’s attendance is low. This pairs itself to Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of needs theory, that suggests that if a human’s basic needs are not met, they are not motivated to strive for self-actualization where they would achieve their full potential (Gepp, 2022). 
Welsh Governments’ (2022) ‘The national framework for school improvement’ serves as a cornerstone for improvement in education in Wales. It outlines expectations for school development, highlighting the importance of strategic planning effective and self-evaluation. Schools are encouraged to conduct thorough self-assessments to identify where their strengths lie and to highlight any areas for improvement. The framework promotes the use of data to inform decision-making, ensuring that schools remain accountable and focused on raising standards. According to The Education Endowment Foundation, also known as EEF (2023) attendance affects socio-economically disadvantaged pupils’ academic achievement. They suggest that factors such as poverty and the rise in the cost-of-living crisis has widened the gap for attainment and lack of attendance for some families. Recent data by Senedd Research (2024) shows that children who are entitled to free school meals are more likely to miss more school than other peers. 
Legislation set by The Education (Penalty Notice) (Wales) Regulations 2013, now states that learning authorities can now issue fines for families whose children have persistent low attendance (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2023). This contradicts the work that “School A” are trying to do with their families and also contradicts the aim that is set out by Welsh Government (2023a) which states they aim to tackle the impact that poverty has on attainment and ambition. By enforcing fines on families who may already be facing financial hardship this could further widen the gap. The centre for justice innovation (No Date) argue that their study has shown that the financial burdens can take a severe toll on a persons’ mental and physical health, Shepard (No Date) also argued that attendance has not improved since issuing fines, it only disengages learners and their families from the education system. Department for Education (2024) believe that by monitoring learners’ attendance, being understanding and listening to families and offering support that can be easily accessible to families if needed can improve attendance and deter fines. 
Action Point.
Raising attendance is a critical initiative that directly supports and reinforces “School A’s” overarching mission and vision. By prioritising attendance, they are not only aiming to increase numbers; but are also laying solid foundation for learner success that will benefit the entire school community. A higher attendance rate contributes to a more engaged and dynamic learning environment, fostering positivity and inclusivity among all learners (Placement school, 2023) Currently, “School A’s” attendance rates fall short of the benchmarks set by the Learning Authority (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2024). Estyn (2017) agreed that attendance at “School A” needed to be improved, they suggested that by continuing to improve on existing strategies could improve attendance significantly. By working together as a collective they can create effective strategies and initiatives that encourage regular attendance. This collective effort not only aims to meet the established targets but also ensures that every learner has the opportunity to thrive in a supportive and enriching educational environment, supporting their rights (UNCRC, No date). Ultimately, the commitment to improving attendance will play a pivotal role in fulfilling the school’s mission and vision, leading to positive outcomes for all members of the school community. However, the greatest barrier for “School A” are the needs within the community. These needs range from culture to poverty, this was considered when prioritising the targets in the SDP (Stephens, 2025). 
To help address their target, I began taking steps within my own practice to ensure I was supporting this. I had done some research and according to Greener (2020) data often show correlations between attendance and performance, however, she suggested that underlying factors that influence motivation and learning are often overlooked. She argues that instead of fixating on attendance, practitioners should focus on fostering interaction and attention, which are more closely linked to effective learning. Taking this into account, and with the permission of the class teacher, I began changing the classroom environment. I introduced low level lighting and more neutral wall displays for the transition into school to be calmer for the learners. I also introduced calming techniques such as yoga and meditation, that would be structured into the daily routine of the classroom. I also created a “Feed-Forward Friday” session where the whole class discussed what we had been learning all week and what they would like to learn about next week. By implementing this, my teaching was having a direct impact on the learners. I was able to motivate them through the environment to enjoy school. I received exceptional feedback from my class and school mentor and felt as though I had made a real impact towards the SDP. 
“School A” will use a mix of approaches when measuring impact. In the past under the old headteachers leadership they have relied on surveys from families alone. However, under the new headteachers lead they will use a contrast of quantitative (Attendance data) and qualitative (Surveys) data to evaluate the success of the strategies in place to improve attendance (Stephens, 2025). GOV.UK (2020) believe that each of these approaches is effective in addressing different types of questions; quantitative methods focus on numerical data and statistical analysis, while qualitative methods explore deeper insights through narratives and personal experiences. By integrating these two approaches, “School A” can achieve a more comprehensive understanding of attendance. This combination not only enhances the overall results but also provides a more holistic view of attendance and any barriers raising it may present. According to Davies (2025) as this is her first year in the school she will be working towards including all families, including those harder to reach families such as those from the gypsy and travelling community and Free School Meal (FSM) families, to help bridge the gap and understand what it is that causes low attendance, and what they can do as a school to support them. 
While “School A” has effective approaches in place already, such as inviting parents into the school through various events, maintaining open-door policies, and sending regular messages about attendance through apps, it is possible that there may be too much of a heavy focus on attendance. GOV.UK (No Date) believe that parents need to be able to work with schools efficiently to improve their child’s attendance, this relationship will not be able to form if they force this on parents. “School A” should remember advice given by Greener (2020) and focus on the environment they create instead of fixating on attendance. Therefor the open-door policy and work with members of staff from ethnic minority backgrounds can have the biggest impact. Through my time at “School A” I would suggest that staff should attend continuous professional development courses so they can understand that creating a nurturing and interactive classroom environment has a direct impact on learner motivation and attendance (ACE Hub Wales, 2022). 
Reflection.
Reflecting on my practice to support the school’s efforts in promoting attendance, I recognised the importance of engaging with parents and fostering a sense of community. To facilitate this, I utilised the Dojo app, a communication tool that allows for easy interaction between teachers and families. This platform enabled me to share updates, celebrate learner achievements, and discuss attendance-related concerns directly with parents. Additionally, I encouraged learners to bring in family photos to create a “Family Wall” in the classroom. This initiative not only helped to personalise the learning environment but also fostered connections among students and their families. By creating this communication friendly environment, The EEF (No Date) suggest that this can eliminate a barrier to raising attendance. However, a barrier to this is that “School A” is home to a large number of families from a Gypsy and Travelling background. According to Traveller Times (2024) governments have now changed the guidance for authorised learner absent for children from these families, absence is now only accepted and authorised if the family are permanently travelling. This has broken down the relationship between the school and families, making it harder to engage with them to help encourage them to raise their children’s attendance. To combat this the school has employed a teaching assistant through the Gypsy and Traveller service within the local authority (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2024a). To utilise this staff member, it may be beneficial to allow her to run engagement sessions with these ethnic minority families and to help build relationships between them and the school. After attending bridging sessions with network leads and other students it also helped me to realise that my teaching style is also one of the most effective tools I can use to improve targets such as attendance. During the test period, I continued making my teaching more learner-led by tailoring tasks to different learning styles. My style of teaching promoted each learner’s rights and helped create a more responsive and supportive learning environment. I will ensure that through continuous professional development and keeping up to date with research and policies I will make it my mission to continue to inspire learners so that they enjoy school, showing them that there is a different aspect to learning to suit everyone (UNCRC, No Date; Welsh Government, 2023).  
Conclusion.
This assignment critically evaluated an action point from "School A's" School Development Plan (SDP), focusing on the initiative to improve attendance. Key findings indicated that while attendance is essential for learner success, particularly in a school with diverse needs, relying solely on attendance metrics is insufficient. Instead, fostering a supportive and engaging environment is crucial for meaningful learning (Welsh Government, 2023). I learned that a comprehensive framework like the SDP is vital for identifying improvement areas and setting achievable goals. Engaging stakeholders enhances the relevance of initiatives, as seen in regular meetings and learner voice sessions (Cox, 2015). Evidence-based strategies that combine quantitative and qualitative data provide a holistic understanding of attendance challenges (GOV.UK, 2020). This experience will influence my future teaching practice by emphasising the importance of creating an inclusive and responsive classroom. Utilising tools like the Dojo app can facilitate family engagement, effectively addressing attendance concerns in the moment (The Education Endowment Foundation, No Date). I am committed to adapting my teaching to cater to diverse learning styles, ultimately promoting engagement and motivation in line with professional standards. This assignment has reinforced the significance of evidence-based decision-making in a schools’ development.

