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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. 
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Introduction 
School Development Plans (SDPs) are an essential component of the education system, acting as a strategic working document, outlining goals, objectives and actions required for the improvement and development of the school. Created through collaboration between school leaders, teachers and other stakeholders, the SDP acts as a roadmap to support schools in embedding a robust, evidence-based approach to planning, curative positive changes in learner outcomes and reflecting best practices in schools (Welsh Government). The SDP undertakes a comprehensive analysis of school performance data, including academic achievement, attendance, attitudes, and student well-being. The data-driven approach helps schools identify areas for improvement and set realistic targets. The SDP allows for honest and continuous self-evaluation using qualitative and quantitative data, in which through a continuous cycle the school reflects on its performance, identifies priorities, develops strategies, acts, and reviews progress and impact before repeating the cycle (Welsh Government, 2014). The overall aim of SDPs is to support and guide schools in achieving the highest standards, aligning with the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) to ensure schools support every learner in making progress to contribute to the four purposes of the curriculum (HWB, 2022). 

School X is a medium-sized school, with 5.7% eligible for Free School Meals, compared to a national average of 21.2% (Welsh Government, 2023). In looking at school X's SDP, I have chosen to focus on wellbeing and attitudes, with the school aiming to reach 95% attendance rates, currently achieving 91.2% attendance, higher than the national average of 87.5% (Welsh Government). I will be exploring a development plan the school have implemented to target attitudes to learning through increasing metacognitive skills in learners that in turn, increase confidence in learning which can target attendance. 

Literature Review 

School development planning aims to effect change and innovation for school improvement, purposed to assist the school in introducing successful and sustainable change so that the quality of teaching and learning is continuously improving (Bell, 1998). SDP planning is 'systematic, collaborative, and inclusive, ongoing and progressive undertaken by the school to promote school improvement, quality enhancement, staff development, partnerships, effective resource development, change management and maintenance of aims and priorities of the national education system' (SDPI, 1999;11-15). The Welsh Government recognises that each school is independent and requires its self-reflection journey, guided by Estyn's self-evaluation manual to ask key questions; How well are we doing? How do we know? How can we improve things further? National frameworks are available to support schools in ensuring there is consistent self-evaluation that is reflected in their SDP, ensuring positive impacts on learning outcomes, and acting as a powerful resource for school improvement.  

SDPs act as a purposeful framework for schools' improvement and are mandatory under the Education Regulations Act 2014, posing limitations to the intention and purpose of the plan. Whilst SDPs aim to drive improvement and progress, they do not always lead to improvement with some schools struggling to engage with the process. The external requirement and pressure of providing an SDP is recognised to prompt 'low-performing' schools to develop SDPs as a 'turnaround' effect, being designed counterproductively without thoroughness, considered as a 'tick-box' task (MacGilchrist and Mortimore, 1995; Xaba, 2006). Struggling to engage in the process encourages formulaic responses, reducing authenticity, autonomy, and actual improvement (VanGronigen and Meyers, 2017). In addition to external pressures, there is a query over how and when SDPs are self-evaluated. Barringer and Bluedorn (1999) recognise the missed opportunity for short-cycle planning, allowing for organisations to be more agile and respond better to changes. As SDPs under the Welsh Government are reviewed annually, some suggest that testing strategies over numerous short planning cycles are more effective in improving educational processes and more authentic engagement (Bryk et al, 2015).

In 2023, the Welsh Government recognised the increasing demand for wellbeing and mental health support to address national concerns over attendance. With data comparing pre and post-pandemic student attitudes to learning, it's found that secondary school pupil behaviour is posing increasing challenges; issues with low engagement and poor mental health, contributing to low attendance levels as pupils struggle to re-engage with learning (Estyn, 2023). Estyn (2023) found that secondary schools are generally responding well to pupils evolving needs, evaluating provisions, and ensuring that the curriculum provides universal provision, however, it is necessary to recognise that engagement with schools is key to improving attendance, and do so, learner attitudes must be addressed (Welsh Government, 2023). 

Multiple influences contribute to learner attitudes, but to look at school X's SDP, I have explored how metacognitive pedagogy enhances students' motivation and engagement, helping learners feel more in control of their learning, and raising attainment and attendance (Dunn and Mulvenon, 2009). Learners with higher metacognitive skill display increased motivation to learn, presenting higher self-efficacy, positively impacting academic attainment and attendance (Yan et al, 2018).  PHE (2014) found that pupils who are confident about their learning and who have a 'growth mindset' persist when faced with challenges, using problem-solving skills to overcome obstacles and achieve, driving schools to target pupil's metacognition.

Metacognition is the ability to control our cognition; often referred to as thinking about thinking (Iwai, 2011). It is what one knows about their thinking, and how this is monitored and regulated to engage in a task (Guner and Erbay, 2021). The importance of developing metacognitive skills in student learning is recognised in empowering students to think about their thinking, creating more awareness of their progress in learning and the ability to self-regulate their motivations (Railean, 2017). 

Theories of social cognitive development (Piaget, 1971; Bandura, 1986) state that secondary school-age pupils (11+ years) become capable of thinking abstractly and reflecting on their thinking process, developing skills to self-regulate and practice self-reflection in learning. At this age, individuals can actively monitor and regulate their cognitive processes through self-observation, self-judgement, and self-regulation. The role of the teacher and curriculum is to then enhance these skills, providing learners with the opportunity to create a growth mindset, a space between what the learner can do by themselves and what they can do with the support of a More Knowledgeable Other (MKO (Vygotsky, 1978). Theories of scaffolding (Brunner, 1978; Vygotsky, 1978;72) view 'the construction of knowledge as a joint achievement' between the student and the teacher. The provision of temporary support from an MKO allows for the shifting of cognitive engagement from the teacher to the student, enabling the learner to complete a task or acquire a skill to use independently. The use of scaffolding in supporting metacognition promotes learning practices that prepare students to reflect on their learning and make connections between concepts, practice self-regulation and see greater internalisation of learning (Barry, 2001). 

It is worthy of recognising the role that self-regulation and motivation play in learning, with the absence of this impacting capacities to learn and achieve metacognitive skills. Self-regulated learners can control and manage their learning process, and greater regulation skills increase self-motivation and act to maintain positive learning attitudes, filtering through to greater attendance, academic performance, and self-efficacy (Guner and Erbay, 2021). Learner's experience of competency promotes or hinders well-being, impacting learners' confidence to promote change as we inherently act on a reflective belief (Deci and Ryan, 1985;2017), causing learners with anxieties of intelligence to act as unengaged and reclined (Harrison ad Howard, 2009). To make the connection, by using scaffolding to support learners' self-regulation and motivations to learn, there is a greater possibility of enabling metacognitive skills to improve and create positive learner attitudes. 

Developing an action point 

I have chosen to focus on the National Resource: Evaluation and Improvement (NR:EI) prompt that explores how well schools support learners to have high rates of attendance and participation in learning,  exploring school X's SDP Inspection Area 2 (IA2); wellbeing and attitudes; aiming to further participation and enjoyment in learning.  School X recognised the need to improve attitudes towards learning, by targeting metacognition and in turn self-regulation in learners with the overall aim of addressing school attendance.

In developing their aims, school X uses a variety of data to assess a benchmark and use this data to monitor progress. School X focuses on looking at learning, using book looks, learning walks, AoLE triad observations and lesson observations to collect data. They also look back at learning, analysing school reports, attendance data, achievement data and analysis of pupil voice data. School X emphasises the use of triangulating the data to successfully monitor progress, using multiple methods and sources to create a holistic overview of progress and future planning, ensuring the validity, credibility, and reliability of their findings. School X emphasises the importance of stakeholders in the school, considering parental voice, governors, and national data like the SHRN survey to assess more intangible data like health and wellbeing. The holistic overview of data collection has allowed School X to develop and reflect on their SDP holistically. 

To address attendance, school X focuses its development plans at the individual level, addressing the day-to-day tasks that impact annual data like attendance. In addressing well-being and attitudes, school X targeted metacognition through a whole school scaffolding approach; the BISHH framework. In completing big writing tasks, the use of a writing framework was implemented as a scaffolding method for breaking down big literacy tasks. The BISHH acronym framework, standing for; Big Question, Information, Steps, Hit It and Hindsight; allows students to break down big questions to think about how they are going to create a valuable answer, preparing students for summative assessments, like GCSE exams. In doing this, learners are prompted to make links between topics, creating clarity on how to complete the work step by step, avoiding cognitive overload, and encouraged to think about how they are going to write, and what to include. The hindsight section of the framework encourages students to reflect on their work, acting on any feedback given, an essential element of the learning process, developing independence and regulation in learning (Ferguson, 2011).

With the BISHH framework implemented as a whole school approach for the past academic year, results were reflected in their summer exam season and throughout attitudes to learning in school. School X found that engagement in exam-style questions and larger bodies of literacy has increased since the creative approach was adopted, with learners feeling more confident with increased metacognitive skills that are applicable when completing work independently. Additionally, the school saw a higher quality and quantity in submissions of completed work. This has been reflected in tangible data when homing in on departmental achievements. In Geography, both boys and girls performance in achieving A*-C grades at GCSE have improved 7.9% since 2021/2022, with 89.4% of pupils achieving at least a C in Geography in 2023 GCSEs, compared to LA figures of 82.2%. 

In using the BISHH framework as a scaffolding technique to improve learners' confidence and success in tasks. Vygotsky believed that scaffolding enhances the learner's cognitive development and learning, with reliance on the MKO to depict the task to engage successfully. Learners who receive scaffolding performed better than those without, reinforced by Rosenshine's 8th principle of instruction (2010), which recognises scaffolded learning to provide instructional support for learners to develop their understanding of reasoning or evidence to lead to an answer. Scaffolding improves metacognition and self-regulation in learners, enabling learners to advance their metacognitive skills and enter into a growth mindset where they are better able to self-regulate, increasing self-efficacy and attitudes toward learning. 

However, scaffolding in learning is cautioned to create over-confidence in learners in the absence of metacognitive awareness, discussed that it is important to consider the time it is implemented and how it is to be effective (Chew, 2015). Without metacognitive skills, learners do not have the skill to reason their answers which is problematic in independent learning and summative assessments. Learners with poor metacognitive skills have difficulties in understanding problem-solving and in choosing appropriate strategies to find the correct answer, focusing on the answer without considering connections between concepts, accuracy, or mistakes (Gourgey, 1998). Therefore, learners must fully understand the problem to be aware of answering it (Cakiroglu, 2007), which the BISHH framework targets.

Reflection and Evaluation 

The use of the BISHH framework was successfully implemented as a whole school approach, requiring little cost, training, and time. On reflection, consistency of its implication is key to its success, ensuring that all teaching staff are trained and aware of how and when to implement the literacy framework, highlighting its importance as a metacognitive scaffolding method. Wider research recognises that the use of writing frames raises pupil attainment but is subject to the skill of the teacher in choosing when and where to introduce writing frames to see its effectiveness (Wickham, n.d.). Teachers must recognise the importance of differentiating and gradually withdrawing frameworks, considering this in the early planning stages, and having a clear aim that by the end of KS3, students should be able to break down big questions independently. Aside from the skill of the teacher, the use of literacy frameworks allows learners to be optimally challenged, encouraging learners to move into a growth mindset through the support and scaffolding of an MKO. 

However through reflection come suggestions for improvement, as such Guner and Erbay (2021) recognise how routine and non-routine problems in maths should be asked to students interchangeably to continuously assess metacognitive skills, translating this outside of maths, a larger focus on improving questioning as development for pedagogy could encourage the development of making connections between concepts, breaking concepts down, developing skill in evaluating and creating, reaching higher tiers of Bloom's taxonomy (1956) to evaluate and create. Presenting students with a higher level of questioning is vastly discussed in the literature (William and Black, 1998; Cruickshank, 2009; Borich, 2000; Hattie, 2012), assessed to encourage metacognition, growth mindsets, and better attitudes towards learning through greater engagement and participation. By introducing more subconscious use of engaging metacognitive skills, learners could recognise that the literacy framework is only to act as guidance, and with more use of strategic questioning, the aim for development would reduce the reliance on the framework and create more independent and self-regulated learners. 

Estyn (2023b) recognises the importance of developing both the curriculum and quality of teaching, with professional learning essential in delivering effective teaching and a high-quality curriculum that complements each other. Sole reliance on curriculum design is not enough to see the full potential of learners. Across secondary schools in Wales, expectations in planning the curriculum to improve pupil progress need to see improvement to see more progressive development in pupils' literacy skills (Estyn, 2023b).

Conclusion

Overall, by developing metacognitive skills, learners' motivation, engagement, and confidence in learning improve, raising self-awareness and equipping learners with strategies to be better able to plan, monitor and evaluate their progress, taking ownership of their learning. In helping learners become more aware of their learning process and strategies, and improving students' ability to conduct reasoning and problem-solving, their intrinsic motivation and engagement in learning increases, in turn, learners are more willing to attend school with less fear of low attainment. All the while, SDPs aim to close the gap in attendance has potential to be met through curriculum design and teaching. 

I have recognised the usefulness of combining high-quality teaching and curriculum design to present greater scaffolded challenges that support the transition into a growth mindset. With this mindset, learners can be optimally challenged, feeling positive towards their learning experience with the skillset to overcome challenges, competent in tasks with the correct scaffolding. 

I plan to continue exploring teaching strategies like questioning and how this encourages growth mindsets in learners, coupling this with modelling metacognitive thinking to create new pathways and a shared sense of ownership over learning. I recognise the importance of providing reflective time and will continue to improve on the feedback that I give to students, valuing time spent acting on feedback to further metacognition among learners. Overall, consistency and a holistic approach are essential in addressing metacognition, self-regulation, and self-efficacy in learners, all to improve attainment and attendance. 
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