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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.


[bookmark: _Hlk37544362]I have been tasked with writing a critical report on School X’s School Development Plan (SDP) with a focus specifically being placed upon one action point of my own choice. I have chosen to focus on the school’s attendance target which is to ‘Improve attendance to 96%+ and reduce rates of persistent absence’. I will begin by reviewing the previous literature written on school development processes before moving on to understand the literature surrounding attendance within secondary schools. Following on from this literature review, I will use the knowledge gained to develop an action point based off the SDP and then reflect and evaluate on the point discussed. A comprehensive conclusion of the report will then follow. School X is an English medium school located with 1147 pupils ages ranging from 11 to 18. Within the school 13.9% pf the pupils require free school meals which is lower than the national average of 17.1% while 7.8% of pupils come from an ethnic minority background, also slightly lower than the national average. School X is ninth out of the 14 secondary schools in its county in terms of its school budget per pupil and just under 20% of pupils live in the 20% most deprived areas in Wales (Estyn 2016).
School development planning aims to influence change and invention in order to achieve whole school improvement which consequently means that it is viewed as a long term planning process (Cuckle & Broadhead 2003). Bell (1998) argues that the objective of this development planning process is to support the school in order to aid it make changes in a successful manner, which will subsequently mean that both the standards of teaching and quality of learning will increase. Despite this, MacGilchrist and Mortimore (1995) establish that whilst school development planning is an improvement technique, it does not always mean that improvement will be achieved because it is in place. In order to be successful, each schools development planning process requires a rich understanding of what exactly it is trying to achieve and how this is going to be carried out. However, even if this is achieved, Hargreaves (1995) states that unlike companies that run in ever changing, fluid and dynamic environments, schools are incredibly stable for the majority of the time and because of this, it may be challenging to change as key stakeholders such as parents demand this stability from the school. Even though schools are under this ever mounting pressure to innovate, the majority of this innovation is shaped by external bodies and enforced upon those within the school who will have a very modest say in the matter. School development planning is best understood within the structure of the school as a practice whereby change of any specific part will change and effect all additional parts (Haynes, Emmons, Gebreyesus & Ben-Avie, 1996). It is commenced in order to provide direction to the school as a whole so that it is ensured learners obtain a high quality of education both in academic accomplishment as well as holistic advancement (Broadhead & Cuckle 2002, SDPI 1999 ,Bell 1998). In terms of the structure of the school development plan (SDP), each individual school has to devise its own vision of what it wants to create, and make it its mission using fundamental aims which communicate the rationale for the schools being, what it intends to achieve and create, as well as what it contemplates is the main purpose of education (MSTP, 1998; SDPI, 1999). In this respect, the schools development plan should be created out of consultations involving all key stakeholders linked to life within the school and should therefore place emphasis on entire school problems which characterize the standard of teaching and learning, the organisation and management within the school, the planning of the curriculum, the evolution and review methods as well as the general monitoring of the school as a whole (Guyana Ministry of Education, 2004). Within the school development plan the SDPI (1999) references questionnaires, checklists, interviews, SCOT, analysis and evaluation grids as the key review methods. These methods are supposed to produce the schools requirements by obtaining key data from relevant school stakeholders, this segment is then built upon by the arrangement of requirements that has to be tackled as well as a number of opportunities for whole school advancement in key areas. This requires as comprehensive a consultation method as is feasible. Following the review segment, action planning is undertaken (SDPI, 1999). During this segment, pinpointed priorities are converted into specific aims or targets and then action plans are created to accomplish the objectives stated, this is in essence, the SDP. Each part of each individual action plan must indicate aims that must be hit, actions to be carried out, cost, time, people responsible and monitoring structures. Also, to guarantee that the application of the plans occurs action plans must be as practical and realistic as is feasible. This process holds true for the aspect this report focuses on – attendance. The schools target to ‘Improve attendance to 96%+ and reduce rates of persistent absence’ falls under the wellbeing category within the SDP. It falls under this category as attendance can ensure learners have a consistent routine that naturally enhances their work performance as it is proved the greatest academic gains are associated with frequent attendance in longer duration programs with high quality instruction (Oakes et al., 2017). Due to studies such as this School X like others is trying to reduce rates of persistent absence through data analysis – registration at the beginning of each lesson as well as form at the end of the day. Persistence absence within the school can also be measured through decline in performance within lessons such as bad grades, learning gaps and misbehaviour. The school attempts to combat these issues by using various strategies such as implementing an attendance competition between age groups, maintain close working relationships with EWO service to support families in need and keeping already successful strategies in motion (GOFAL). Literature proves that the building of strong relationships with families in need can substantially improve attendance and attainment for these learners, even more so if they are low achieving students (Bogart, 2002; Hampton, Mumford, & Bond, 1997) as well as proving that this increase in attendance and attainment because of a strong relationship will lower disciplinary incidents, suspensions and special educational referrals (Burke, 1997; George & Alexander, 1993) therefore having a positive impact on general wellbeing and the schools target for attendance. 

Gowerton School’s school development plan (SDP) uses self-evaluation, data analysis, involving stakeholders, strategic planning and measuring impact strategies as mentioned previously to ensure that their SDP is as advantageous as it can be, and guarantee targets are met. The Schools performance management within the SDP is a process that takes place over a year long timeframe, It is a nonstop cycle that involves three stages of planning, monitoring and then reviewing performance. It contains three lesson observations per cycle with a noted need for frequent and factual feedback using key data which can be built upon by the training and advancement of those that require it. In regard to self-evaluation, the school employs a continuous self-evaluation policy whereby a standards review and target setting is completed in September before whole school plans are laid out in November and carried out throughout the year. In March budget and staffing are reviewed followed by a mid-year analysis in June towards the end of the summer term. This self-evaluation draws data from student learning, demographics, school environment and implementation fidelity in order to meet discover if a target such as improved attendance is being achieved. This continuous cycle together with the schools performance management process works as review instruments for the SDP, these are crucial for the annual review of schools (SDPI, 1999). Development planning, being a method for the school, depends on stakeholder contribution as encouraged by the Estyn framework (2017). SDPI (1999) highlights that school development planning is fundamentally a collaborative method that represents the entire school community together in forming the school's outlook hence the involvement of stakeholders being vital. Whilst these methods are externally viewed as good practice as it has been proven both in literature and within the school to work, a doubt remains about whether some of the data (SIMS, Lesson observations) for which the performance management of the target is assessed on is an accurate representation of the general on goings within the school. Also, whether the self-evaluation of each target as a whole is objective enough to be accurate as well as whether sufficient time is being allocated in order for the evaluations to be conducted correctly. There may be perhaps a sense that these review instruments are sometimes abused and seen as the overkill of paperwork by those within the school and so the validity could be questioned. This is backed up by literature which states school development planning is commenced as an external obligation and not the schools' internal demands (Hargreaves, 1999; Bell, 1998). That said generally the targets that are set are usually hit and therefore much of the review can be seen to be robust. In terms of the target for attendance, the above processes are followed with the target to ‘Improve attendance to 96%+ and reduce rates of persistent absence’ as the focus subject. Heads of years will use analysis of the four-primary means of data (student learning, demographics, school environment and implementation fidelity) including SIMS and AWCDS data to evaluate whether targets are being met over the pre agreed timescales within the SDP. This is seen as reliable data, although based off personal observations within the school it was shown that a minority of teachers routinely forgot to take the register and then mark the whole class as present. This will lead to an unreliable set of data as previously questioned. That said, these anomalies are in the minority and overall data is fair and consistent. Key stakeholders such as the senior management team and governors are involved following analysis by heads of years to discuss whether the target and strategies used have worked and where improvements are needed. One problem with this key stakeholder involvement is the time for these meetings during allocated inset days and afters school meetings are often not long enough for real productivity and progression to occur, and it returns to just hitting paperwork targets to keep senior figures content. However, that does not mean strategies are not successful with some strategies such as the use of a rewards system with up to 300£ per term for the best year group attendance proving to work. It has created a self policing policy in and amongst year groups as the rewards are there for learners if their year is the best. This keeps pupils conscious of attendance and creates a good culture amongst the school. This strategy was said to be created off the back of ‘school environment’ data using the schools pupils voice which stated learners needed some kind of reward for positive contribution to encourage consistency. This pupil voice combined with teachers knowledge of learners/feel for the school environment also ensured the ever improving GOFAL facility (this is internally observed to be highly successful) continued in its positive developments. Overall, the planning of the SDP tends to concentrate on operational matters instead of strategic affairs for example school improvement. As a result things such as cost and time frames of targets tend to be unrealistic however that does not mean that positive outcomes are not still achieved with positive meaningful outcomes still apparent within the target of attendance as well as across the whole SDP. It allows key stakeholders to come together to review the schools targets in an open and collective manner which can only be seen as good practice for the school as a whole.

After looking at how School X’s school development plan is structured to meet the targets it is apparent there are elements of good practice within the plan as well as various practical suggestions that have been noted after reviewing literature in conjunction with personal knowledge. School X has been noted too use the four key primary data types which are needed to evaluate school improvement ( Bell 1998, O Day 2005) within its self evaluation framework, these are student learning, demographics, school environment and implementation fidelity. This is something that is regularly overlooked in UK schools (Donaldson, 2015) with many authors believing it is key in all high achieving institutes (Zuckerman 2006). This on reflection is good practice, with the qualitative evaluation of the school environment being viewed as a major positive within the school community as this is something school X prides itself on and something it deserves credit for. A suggestion for School X to improve its school development plan is too ensure the evaluation and monitoring of the SDP is internally viewed as a high priority and not as extensive paperwork in order to get the most out of both the time allocated to it and to ensure maximal levels of effort are achieved, this will undoubtedly improve the productivity and overall results of the plan. School X could ensure this occurs by increasing the time given during both INSET days and after school meetings towards the SDP, which will internally mean stakeholders can appreciate that this is of the highest priority and not something which receives a lack of prescribed time.  Some experts worry that school improvement plans have become progressively more complicated (Schmoker 2014). They contend that this change has dispirited school stakeholders and other workers in ways that have eventually suppressed academic attainment and growth. Also, instead of seemingly having to force change and innovation in order to comply with orders from the curriculum, senior management teams could and it is argued (Hargreaves 1995) should  keep linking the targets back to teaching and learning which should be achieved in the long run and not external criteria which has to be met in the short run. Direction should also not come from the senior management team or headteacher, but instead be embraced as a universal vision for the school. This is noted by authors MacGilchrist and Mortimore (1995) to be key in whole school planning, if productivity and motivation are to be seen at all levels within the school.

[bookmark: _GoBack]During this report a view has been taken into School X’s school’s development plan, with previous literature on school development plans reviewed and a clear understanding of the process gained. It is clear following this report that school development plans are a powerful instrument for whole school improvement which certifies a coherent action-planning process for school renewal, innovation and change. This report has improved knowledge and understanding of the inner workings of schools and how each component is intertwined and under constant review and assessment. It is now apparent that the school development processes success is a function of the understanding of its intentions as well as being instigated and followed through by the whole school community. The importance of self evaluation and planning has only been further underlined, with an understanding now gained on things which will lead to the running of a good school because of this report. This writing of this report will mean in future that the value of school development planning will always be understood and therefore ensuring that an interest in each schools school development plan will be apparent in any role within a school I am placed in.   
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