How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base.

Case Study: Empathy Lab

	
	Target
	What I have done in this assignment...


	Target 1
	Revise accurate referencing protocols, including using direct citations
	Use of Harvard referencing system and UWTSD guidelines to ensure accuracy within references 

	Target 2
	Revise the correct use of apostrophes of possession and capital letters
	Proof-reading alongside revisions made with use of several grammar checking programmes to ensure high accuracy

	Target 3
	Greater critical engagement in competing perspectives
	Posed questions from both sides of a single point made within the body of the essay, showing multiple viewpoints on each side and any overlap on one topic.



Introduction 
This report endeavours to illustrate how schools build a development plan using different shareholders at key stages. During my placement within a comprehensive school, a new initiative had been introduced, Empathy Lab. Throughout this essay, I aim to discuss the implementation of Empathy Lab within the school, the reason for its need, how it is measured, and the future for this initiative within the context of a School Development Plan. 
This case study comes from a school situated in the east of Swansea, educating students from eleven to sixteen years old. The school is over capacity having more than one thousand students. Of this cohort, approximately 30% are eligible for free school meals while 24% have additional learning needs. There are one hundred and fifty students categorised as having English as an additional language (Estyn c, 2020).
There will also be an evaluation as to how Empathy Lab links to improving students’ literacy capabilities and the effect on PISA scores. PISA tests are an international assessment of 15 year olds performance in Science, English, and Maths (Civinini, 2019). 

Literature Review
A School Development Plan (SDP) is a "strategic plan for development" (Department of Education, n.d.). A school is a self-driven body of improvement regularly inspected by Estyn, or other appropriate independent governing body. The inspectors will review if the basic requirements are met for education whilst publishing any best practices observed. These are made available for all teaching staff to use for self-improvement (Estyn a, n.d.). The published reports will show a school’s performance from one of five indicators from "unsatisfactory and needs urgent improvement" to "excellent" over five categories (Estyn b, n.d.).
Article 3(3) of the 2014 Education Regulations for Wales stipulates a school governing body must prepare a School Development Plan including periodic revisions and review for compliance (The Education Regulations, 2014). The purpose is to create a system whereby students' academic and personal achievement can be reached to their full potential. Although the governing body is accountable for the creation and upkeep of an SDP, the responsibility for its creation is on the governors, staff, parents, and pupils within the school environment. It is checked by the Local Education Authority before implementation (Resilient Educator, 2020). 
To create an SDP, there are several key steps to follow. The first step is to identify an overall vision for the school, then finding and prioritising the needs of what the school must accomplish. Using every shareholder of students' education, goals and objectives can be set to ensure the vision becomes a reality. This may require the use of outside agencies in terms of assessing the school's needs and identifying gaps or providing specific assistance and resources. From here, a school can create an action plan and a timeline to complete the objectives (Hanover Research, 2014; Pipkin, 2015). 
Alternatively, School Y identified “Teaching and Learning” and “Personal Development, Behaviour, and Safety” as two of six constant priorities. From here, decisions are made on how to improve these key areas year on year. This structure allows for a template to be employed updating the actions and timescales for each priority. This can reduce workload and integrate new shareholders into the process with ease (School Y, 2018). This further lends itself to regular and yearly review as opposed to the option of reviewing every three years minimum by law (DoES, 1999). 
Agencies such as the Student Improvement Partners or "SIPS" are available within the United Kingdom to help schools in the creation of their School Development Plan: from providing confidential specialist advice from legal conformity to being able to provide specific training. The training package is just one way of schools pro-actively supporting their employees' professional development. This specific non-profit agency offers bespoke support from lifelong educators, working from nurseries up to colleges, including specialist teaching facilities (SIPS, 2020). 
The comprehensive school discussed has a vision of "we strive to provide an inclusive, safe, happy community where everyone is respected and listened to". The aim is to raise the standard of education for all students and staff within the school. 
The current action plan runs from 2019 to 2022 wherein the new curriculum is set to be introduced in Wales. The latest 2020 inspection shows the school receiving one "Excellent" and four "Good" (Estyn c, 2020). Within the SDP, a key focus is on becoming an "Empathy School" (School X, 2019).
The school employs a self-evaluation cycle considering how each priority is currently met and improved upon. Firstly, school priorities are identified in case they have changed throughout the year. Each priority has a plan implemented with numerous strategies. Then, the impact of each strategy is reviewed to see how effective it has been during the previous year and a decision is made as to whether it needs to be replaced. This cycle then repeats through the steps annually to ensure the best practices are used from the national database (School X, 2019).
Lawful reviews of an SDP are every three years while external reviews of a school by agencies such as Estyn are once every seven years (Estyn d, n.d.). Yearly reviews are employed in some schools to ensure their action plan remains relevant and focus is on the right areas for the school. Schools are considered the heart of their community, receiving input from multiple sources and shareholders, and reflecting national objectives (OECD, n.d). They may also be biased and embellish their achievements through the year, evidence of the need for an independent external review. 
Within the development plan, there are six priorities for the school to be working on: one of these is "to improve student well-being, empathy and attitudes to learning". Being a stand-alone priority suggests that it is high on the priority list for the school and the governors (School X, 2019). 
As previously mentioned, the shareholders surrounding the student body have used data to link lower "attitudes to learning" with consistent undesirable behaviour, evidencing low empathy skills and a lack of positive relationships (School X, 2019). This is further supported in Clark and Dugdale (2008) and by the Department for Education (2012). Both discuss how negative behaviour stems from an inability to perform academically within a school environment. Reasons for this may come from barriers to learning such as dyslexia to not having the correct stationery. There is very little school staff can do to offset any impact on student engagement stemming from poverty, gender, and race (McKearney et al., 2016; Briggs, 2014; Reynolds, 2015).
Kremer, et al. (2016) try to answer why students vary in engagement looking at the basic building blocks of gender and nationality of students and the impact of personal background on a students' academic achievement. Their data further proved a link between behaviour and achievement. This had been suggested in Hinshaw (1992). Although there is a link here, gender and nationality are constant. There is little a school can do to change these factors; simply accommodate and support where needed.
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A "full" list of student engagement factors is captured and discussed within Hattie (2010) where some two-hundred and fifty items illustrate the "influence and effect size to student achievement". Empathy is a priority within this particular school for several reasons; it introduces a lifelong and useful skill, there is a wealth of external resources and support from Empathy Lab, and empathy has the greatest number of links within Hattie's list of student engagement influences (McKearney et al., 2016; Briggs, 2014; Reynolds, 2015).
Developing an action point
School development plans should be a "live document" which are regularly monitored and formally reviewed at least annually to improve or alter the plan based on feedback from all shareholders (Hargreaves, 2010). The school's overall aim is to also introduce the four core principles of learning for Donaldson's new curriculum while improving the PISA scores as illustrated by PISA (2018).
With the Schools Development Plan vision for the school clear and all the priorities agreed, the next step is to create an action plan. This involves assigning parties responsible and a deadline for each. Those accountable for each point consist of the leaderships team and learning leaders from each discipline: they oversee determining the resources and any outside funding or agency required (GwE Cymru, 2019; School X, 2019). 
Shareholders are now involved throughout the action planning process. Since the decentralisation of education in 2017, schools can now operate on a bottom-up approach where teachers play a greater role in creating an action plan. Promoting this company-wide co-operation means tasks are more readily completed as teaching staff feel more a part of the school community. Sharing the action plan on the school's website allows for parents/guardians to access and feedback on the school's plan (Hargreaves, 2010; The Agency, 2020).
Nesta is an innovation foundation offering grants to schools to implement new ideas such as Empathy Lab: this enables the purchase of specialist assistance and resources. The funding is only for one year and is reviewed based on success; the criteria for success surround literacy, social activism and awareness, and the development of young people's empathy (Grant, 2019). To obtain qualitative and quantitative data, baseline data of students’ attitudes to learning, reading ages, and communication around empathy is measured using advice from Empathy Lab contractors and the school's discretion. A full questionnaire will be prepared and provided at the beginning of 2019 and re-issued at the end of 2020 (Empathy Lab, 2020; School X, 2019).
Implementation of Empathy Lab will take place within year 5 and year 6 of the comprehensive schools feeder primary schools and the key stage 3 of the comprehensive itself. The purpose is to reduce absenteeism, promote positive learning behaviours, and provide provisions for additional learning need (ALN) students (School X, 2019). 
As part of the implementation, teaching staff and students are taught empathy language via assemblies which are then re-enforced with an hour-long activity during lesson one. Active listening skills and successful speaking posters are now a part of the school's displays with empathy skills being rewarded in the school point tracking system in PARS (School X, 2019).
Introducing and improving these skills within other disciplines includes the use of the first 15 minutes for compulsory reading for key stage 3 in the last lesson to encourage reading for pleasure while providing opportunities to improve reading skills. 
Subject-specific activities can be incorporated, into science, for example, using the "double bubble" activity during a lesson on organ transplant (Empathy Lab, 2020; School X, 2019). This has students discussing multiple viewpoints using their empathy vocabulary word banks.
The form tutors’ role is to change slightly, offering time to use activities such as "Social Stories" or case studies to link empathy skills to the real world, which is a part of Donaldson's new curriculum: creating an authentic context for learning. Reflection at the end of the week allows for a growth mindset to be cultivated during form-time to allow for students to take greater ownership of their learning, improving self-esteem, and confidence with the use of empathetic language such as "I can, I am...". (Donaldson, 2015; School X, 2019). 
Empathy Lab is being pioneered within this school and as such, set parameters for assessing success are not yet defined. The possibility of seeing immediate success is low while the belief is that gradual change will occur "sowing seeds for a gradual culture shift" (School X, 2019). This then begs the question, how will future funding be justified? It is not known how long it takes to see a difference in students empathy skills and ability to build solid relationships (Srivastava and Das, 2016). However, literacy skills can be marked and monitored and data sets from three years groups can be obtained using the questionnaires within the timeframe for an SDP to be legally reviewed. 
Moving from implementation to monitoring and evaluation "Evaluation tells us about how something happened and requires us to analyse the data we collect and determine if the intervention is worth continuing with" (The Health Foundation, 2015). The process of self-evaluation and improvement planning is central to supporting advances in school improvement, professional learning and learner outcomes. It will be the basis for determining if Empathy Lab has been successful (Education Endowment Fund, 2017).


Reflection and Evaluation
As this is a pioneered approach, there is little in terms of success for the school to use as a basis: this allows for them to incorporate the initiative in a way that best suits the school’s independent needs and styles. Using questionnaires to track literacy improvements and empathy skills can be useful to create quantitative data, the issue then becomes how is qualitative data created that shows students actively applying these learned skills every day (School X, 2019). 
It is suggested that there are three categories to empathy; emotional, cognitive, and compassionate. Emotional empathy is being able to feel someone else's feelings, cognitive empathy is described as understanding someone's emotions logically and within the context, and finally, compassionate empathy is described as being able to understand someone's feelings and taking the appropriate action to help (Skills you need n.d.; Mind Tools, n.d.).
Wilding (2019) states that to monitor if someone is truly empathetic and has improved on their skills, they will show consistent active listening skills, pausing instead of interrupting, and they offer questions to understand a situation more so than readily offering advice (Wilding, 2019). 
There are many ways to test for empathy and therefore, measure an improvement in this skill. These range from questionnaires to neuroscientific measures. There does not seem to be a simple method for assessing true empathy skills as opposed to awareness without the use of expensive specialist measures. Such specialist measure would involve a trained psychologist that is impractical for more than just cost as it would need to be done on an individual basis per each of the thousand students, under suitable conditions, at both the start and end of the year (Neumann et al., 2015; Stueber, 2019).
There are further limitations in terms of the funding for this initiative only lasting for one year. This will cover the resources required for the school and any specific assistance but would not cover the use of a psychologist for assessment (School X, 2019; Grant, 2019). As previously mentioned, it may take longer than this to see an improvement in this skill within the students (Srivastava and Das, 2016).
During the implementation of Empathy Lab, the school had undergone an Estyn inspection. It was commented that students can demonstrate empathy for one another from various backgrounds aiming to achieve "ethical and informed citizens" (Estyn c, 2020). This can be viewed as students showing an improvement in their abilities during the short time since it had been introduced in September 2019.
Conversely, it can be suggested that Empathy Lab may not need to be a priority for the school. Being able to show empathy during the snapshot if an inspection is itself a limitation. The inspector will have a personal bias as to what showing empathy skills are and we have just discussed there is no easy way to determine if these skills are apparent or improved upon.
Conclusion
During my placement, I have been able to understand how a school creates and actions a School Development Plan. I've found how a specific school incorporates as many shareholders as possible within a students’ education to ensure it is built based on feedback, literature, and specialist resources where needed. 
There are clear links between each stage, their purpose, and how progress on each priority within the plan is communicated between the hierarchy of a school. There is an evident need for Empathy Lab within this school and possibly many others within Wales. I am interested in following how this school continues to incorporate Empathy Lab as part of the school's development but also how students’ improvement is measured. This can then be used as a case study to improve the practice before implementing it within the schools I may be employed in. 
The importance of using Empathy Lab is to also encourage and improve literacy within the students, which would affect PISA scores and improve their overall academia (PISA, 2018). In 2018, the PISA reported showed improvement since 2012 and 2015 of students’ literacy skills while Wales still showed prominent lack of ability with 44% of students admitting to rarely reading for leisure, showing there is still a pertinent purpose for Empathy Lab (Donavan, 2019). This is important to ensure we not only create resilient students who contribute to society but also can achieve their potential academically.
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