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ECAD7003 Assignment: Part 2
How a School Develops One Aspect of its School Improvement Plan: A Report that Critically Reflects on the Actions, Impact and Evidence Base 

Introduction
Throughout this assignment, the School Improvement Plan (SIP) for a primary school (School X) within the Neath Port Talbot County Borough Council area will be analysed and the priority of improving pupil attendance, with additional focus on eFSM (eligible Free School Meals) and ALN (Additional Learning Needs) pupils.  The SIP was obtained with adherence to the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018) ethical guidelines for Educational Research along with compliance with child protection and safeguarding policies of the school.  Therefore, for confidentiality purposes, the school will be identified as School X and referred to as ‘the school’ throughout this assignment.
School X is an English medium school with 389 pupils on roll.  The school has 34.7% of eligible Free School Meals (eFSM) children, and 27.7% of children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN); both of which are higher than the national average percentages (Estyn, 2023, p2).   
Under the Curriculum for Wales (Gov.uk, 2022a), schools need to ensure that learners are working towards the four purposes: 
· ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives
· enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work
· ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world
· healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society (Gov.uk, 2023a).

The Welsh Government provide further guidance as to how to achieve these aims through the use of School Improvement/ Development Plans, highlighting that the “overarching aim” is one of schools providing the best learning experiences to its learners, despite their backgrounds or circumstances with “high aspirations” for all (Gov.uk, 2022b).  However, as can be seen through the responses from Rowlands (Estyn, 2021), it is important to ensure that school improvement plans are inclusive and support those learners who may be disadvantaged, such as those who are identified as eFSM or ALN.  Brighouse and Woods (2013) concur that school improvement plans are an important aspect in developing and progressing learning for the outcomes of the learner as well as future improvements for the school.  

Literature Review
School Improvement Plans – Positives and Negatives 
In order for Welsh schools to meet their aims of becoming learning organisations and to provide all Welsh learners with high-quality education that is ever evolving and adaptive (OECD, 2018), school improvement plans are necessary to ensure that both quantitative and qualitative data is being collected and a strategic plan designed.  School improvement plans help identify ways in which the school can improve, identify key issues and recognise ways of addressing them (Dodds and King, 1996; Gov.uk, 2022b).  These SIPs take a holistic approach to encapsulate all types of information surrounding key issues for the school.  The school takes the feedback from all of its stakeholders and the school community (Nahar et al, 2022; Gov.uk, 2022b), self-evaluates and conducts data analysis and, out of the results, identifies a number of short and long-term priorities, typically within a timescale of 1-3 years, and ways to address them (Knowlton & Phillips, 2012; Gov.uk, 2014).  The layout of how a school improvement plan links to the overall vision of the school can be seen in Figure 1 below.
[image: A diagram of a diagram

Description automatically generated]
Figure 1 – (Central South Consortium, 2017)
 
Whilst fundamentally a School Improvement Plan is a positive, there can be some negatives.  One such negative is that by focusing on the points raised within the SIP, the school can risk inadvertently misdirecting, or even ignoring, other fundamental points which need attention within the school (NAHT, 2020).  
Another such negative to School Improvement Plans is that of rigidity (ASCD, 2022).  Whilst it is helpful to have guidance surrounding how and why to create a School Improvement Plan (Gov.uk, 2022b), the need for fluidity throughout an SIP is important.  Schools need to be reactive to issues and policies may need to change in response to issues raised during a school’s self-evaluation.  However, this means that priorities for the school and Local Authority/ Government do not always align (Vangronigen et al, 2023).  The policies and guidelines from Local Authority and Government may be too prescriptive and rigid.   

Social Justice 
In order address social justice, a definition is required; Oxford (2024) define it as an “objective of creating a fair and equal society”.  Smith (2018) highlighted that whilst there are many naysayers surrounding children and their upbringing and circumstances, there are many who support that schools can provide an escape of specific group confines, such as that of Brint (2017, cited in Smith, 2018).  Smith (2018) explores how school, and the education system can afford opportunities for all children, provide them with the prospects of social mobility and works with, or despite, the support of the children’s parents/carers.  The Welsh Government support this through their implementation of a holistic approach under the Curriculum for Wales (Gov.uk, 2022a; Donaldson, 2015).  However, as Smith’s book was written prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, it is interesting to note how work on reducing social justice inequalities/ inequities has been affected.  Lanker and Parolin (2020) highlighted that many ways in which Covid-19 impacted on education and social justice for children, describing how there is a near social crisis since the pandemic.  Prescott (Big Issue, 2023) also explores how since the pandemic, more children are absent from school than ever before, thus resulting in a greater gap in the achievement of social justice within education.

Attendance 
Attendance is a key pillar in the school education journey; for if there is poor attendance, then poor, unstructured learning and/ or insufficient opportunities for learning has taken place (please see figure 2).  
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Figure 2 - (School X, NPTCBC 2023a)

Aucejo and Romano (2016) concur that chronic non-attendance can lead to earlier school drop out predictions, something which also aligns with an increased gap in social justice, as explored above.  
The Welsh Government has also issued a report (Gov.uk, 2024) highlighting the concerns that the increase in absenteeism in Primary schools has for them.  Figure 3 shows an increase in absences, however, does note that there is no data for the years surrounding the Covid-19 pandemic.  Whilst this highlights the growing apprehension surrounding attendance, the lack of three previous years (school years 2019/20, 2020/21 and 2021/22) does raise questions surrounding the accuracy of its data.  
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Figure 3 - (Gov.uk, 2024)

As can be seen throughout this section, attendance is a universal issue and has in the past acknowledged that children from poorer backgrounds and those with Additional Learning Needs are more at risk of missing school (Schoolsweek, 2023; UK Parliament, 2023; Contact, 2022).  However, as further explored throughout Hill’s article (Schoolsweek, 2023) the reasons for these absences are an increase in illness and increased relaxed attitudes amongst parents to allow their children to stay home under the recognition that schools readily provide alternative provision for learning (Gov.uk, 2023).  

Developing an Action Point 
Self- Evaluation
The Welsh Government identifies that there are three main objectives to arise from completion of an SIP; namely those being: 
· information and evidence, 
· evaluation and improvement, and 
· accountability (Gov.uk, 2022b).

With these objectives identified, along with the guidance in figure 4 (below), School X conducted a self-evaluation of the current practices and data stored to create a plan on how to improve attendance.  School X analysed the data from Welsh Government (Gov.uk, 2024) and conducted a more detailed analysis of their own data.  This highlighted those learners of eFSM and ALN status had a higher percentage of absence.  This information, coupled with discussions and reflections of staff and pupils have enabled School X to identify ways in which to move forward.  One area within the self-evaluation at School X that could have benefitted the school improvement plan was that of comparison of attendance data over previous years.  As schools are still coming to terms with the impact of Covid-19, data held regarding attendance is unreliable.  Therefore, the comparison of data over a 5-year period, would mean taking into account pre and post pandemic and may have contributed to a more reliable dataset.  Also, another area to consider when recording and analysing data is that of the current cost-of-living crisis which has impacted poverty levels greatly since the pandemic (The Conversation, 2023; House of Commons, 2023).  This may be a causative factor in the reasons absences are higher however, it is appreciated that this is a speculative theory. 
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Figure 4 - (Gov.uk, 2022b)

Impact from Stakeholders
Whilst School X’s improvement plan was underpinned by the school’s aims and values and was developed by staff and pupils, the input from other stakeholders would have been beneficial.  Mitra and Serrier (2012) and Bell and Aldridge (2014) both concur with the power of pupil voice in the development of a school’s practice, and this aligns itself with the Welsh Government’s aim of breaking down barriers to learning (Gov.uk, 2023c) as well as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Unicef, 2024).  However, it cannot be overviewed, the impact of input from parents/ carers, the community, the Governing Body, Social Services/ Team Around the Child and the Local Authority (Fullan, 2015; Brighouse and Woods, 2013).  Harris, Chapman and Muijs’ (2006) report explores this in further detail and agrees that the external environment can impact greatly on a school’s ability to improve.  Conversely, however, the input of external stakeholders can also impede a school improvement plan due to the stakeholders’ own biases, political agendas or personal viewpoints.  Similarly, the phrase ‘too many cooks in the kitchen’ also holds some relevance here as whilst it is important to consider other viewpoints, too many at one time, over an emotive issue such as children’s education and attainment, can lead to misalignments and disagreements, hampering progress. Mugenyi (2015) explored this by acknowledging that whilst external stakeholders can impact positively to an SIP, there can also be limitations due to lack of training, ignorance and attitudes of both individual and community.  

Strategic Planning 
Following reflections, self-evaluation and discussion, School X ascertained that Attendance, with a special focus on eFSM and ALN learners, is a top priority for them.  It devised a strategic plan moving forward to assist with the own school, underpinning Local Authority and National Government’s aim of improving attendance (NPTCBC, 2023b; Gov.uk, 2023d; Gov.uk, 2012; Senedd, 2022).  School X acknowledged that during the last two years, since the pandemic, there has been conflicting messages about attendance at school; with the Public Health message sent home that if a child is symptomatic, to keep the child home from school (PHW, 2023).  Therefore, the school planned to meet with the Education Welfare Officer (EWO), clarify the All Wales Attendance Framework and follow through with the correct procedures regarding letters home and meetings with parents.  The school also highlighted how they would be liaising more with the EWO for guidance on how to address attendance with at-risk learners and their parents/carers.  The school highlighted ways to improve coherent communication and emphasised the importance of class teachers discussing attendance with parents/carers as they have more face-to-face contact (at school drop offs/ pick ups/ via dojo).  Regular meetings amongst staff and Local Authority/ EWO to analyse data as well as the sharing of ‘good practice’ from schools identified as being in a similar situation were scheduled to take place at least once every half term.  Guidance from Jeremy Miles, Minister for Education’s report on breaking down barriers to learning was also sought as specific advice surrounding eFSM and ALN learners was provided (Gov.uk, 2023c).  

Measuring Impact
An important aspect of a successful school improvement plan is that of measuring the impact changes have had to the issues concerned (Brighouse and Woods, 2013).  The school highlighted ways to work alongside the Pupil Attendance Team within the Local Authority and Attendance Link Governor to undertake data analysis and evaluation of the progress towards the SIP target.  Key questions were highlighted – please see figure 5. 
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Figure 5 - (School X SIP, 2023)
Regular review and constant monitoring of the interventions brought in have already shown an increase in attendance rates (School X, 2023).  These figures are being provided to parents/carers, discussed during Pupil Voice meetings and assemblies by the Head Teacher and Deputy Head Teacher, as well as printed and placed around the school building.  This, added to the consistent approach (Brighouse and Woods, 2013) across all staff regarding rewards and information, all adds to the ripple effect of learners going home.  
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Description automatically generated]Bronfenbrenner (1977) discusses this impact and how different systems have an effect on a child.  For example, if Public Health Wales (Exosystem) send out messages to families to keep children who are symptomatic from school (Mesosystem), then this affects the school’s attendance rates (Microsystem) which impacts on the child.  Conversely, if the child is receiving information within school (Mesosystem) assemblies and posters (re: attendance rates), they can go home and discuss this with their parents/carers (Mesosystem), which impacts on the school’s attendance rates and improve figures sent to Local Authority/ Government Authorities (Exosystem).  



Figure 6 - (Simply Psychology, 2024)



Reflection and Evaluation
As explored by Doss, Akinniranye and Tosh (2020), the impact of the changes required following feedback of a School Improvement Plan need to be shared throughout the school’s staff to ensure that the main priorities identified within the plan are realized and improved.  As Headteachers are more likely to believe that SIPs can change teaching practices (Doss, Akiniranye and Tosh, 2020), it is important for this message to be conveyed to teaching staff to ensure that the teacher do not perceive their efforts as discounted and to ensure they are all ‘singing from the same sheet’ (Brighouse and Woods, 2013).  
Schools need to ensure that they cultivate a learning environment which encourages attendance (OECD, 2012).  School X have identified a reward system that provides learners with a raffle ticket system and gift card prize for those learners with 100% attendance per term.  Whilst this is a positive step toward improving attendance, the risk of not receiving a prize due to the chance aspect of the raffle ticket, coupled with the waiting time for a prize, may not be enough to entice learners.  Therefore, the suggestion of a monthly winner of the highest attendance with the promise of pizza for the class, as well as a trophy for the winning class (which moved to each class as per attendance rates), could be a more appealing reward.  
Similarly, as School X had written into their SIP steps to meet more regularly with the EWO and Local Authority Attendance Team, this approach was aimed at increasing the knowledge of the school staff.  Although this knowledge for staff is appropriate, and the sending home of figures to parents/ carers via dojo messages and face to face contact is helpful; meetings between the EWO and parents/carers of at-risk learners would be beneficial. Easy to understand infographics, akin to figure 2 (above) may also help convey the message to parents/ carers who may struggle with literacy skills.  By explaining the impact absence from school has on a learner to themselves as well as their parents/ carers, can help reduce the perceived divide of ‘School’ and ‘Home’ and affords a closer relationship between both parties.   

Conclusion
Throughout this assignment the importance of attendance to learner’s attainment levels, social justice and wellbeing has been explored.  Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979, 1996) emphasises the impact a SIP can have on the individual and the wider systems, and vice-versa, positing that an impact can be made, whether positive or negative to a child regarding their attendance and attitudes towards absence.   The significance of listening to all stakeholders’ viewpoints has been highlighted in order to provide strategic planning for a school.  This assignment has highlighted the need for an educational setting to be engaging and exciting and has inspired planning for future classrooms with the aim of school to be so unmissable that learners will not want to have any absence.  It has also highlighted the need for open, coherent and forthcoming communication to ensure all people involved receive the same information.  Through this approach, it is anticipated that there will be greater opportunities for learners of all backgrounds to access equitable learning, centred around the learner and their needs, and improved outcomes affording learners to meet the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales (Gov.uk, 2022a).  This is something I will take with me in my future career.
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	Targed/Target
	Yr hyn yr wyf wedi’i wneud yn yr aseiniad hwn….
What I have done in this assignment….

	Targed/Target 1
	Widen your literature sources to gain a more in depth perspective of the topic with a deeper critical view. Using synthesis is better than long direct quotes.
	Attempted to synthesise any quotes in my assignment to ensure I meet this target.  

	Targed/Target 2
	Your PETs are quite brief in the what next sections. These should be the most detailed with reference to literature. Please see the guidance on SWAY for PETs for advice.
	Revisited PETs already created to try and link in literature and references where appropriate.  Also, referred to the SWAY guidance for PETs and printed this off so I can highlight as I go through. 
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Figure 1: Percentage of half-day sessions
absent from school of primary school-age
pupils, 2013/14 to 2022/23 [Note 1]
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Monitoring

In collaboration with the Pupil Attendance team
and attendance link Governor, undertake regular
data analysis to evaluate progress towards
achieving this SDP target.

Is attendance improving?
Is the percentage of persistent absentees
falling?

Is the attendance of targeted pupils
improving?

Is the attendance of particular groups of
learners such as eFSM improving?
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