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Introduction:
School development and improvement is something teachers, and especially head-teachers should constantly be striving for in order to make the school a better place for all stakeholders in the school; be they teachers, support staff, parents, pupils, school governors, caretakers, or any other parties in the community involved with the school. School improvement plans are the documents that set out what targets a school aims to achieve with specific success criteria to fulfil within a certain timescale, be it a one-year improvement plan, or a process that takes place over a few years. The school referred to in this essay is a secondary school located in a rural context that contains roughly 900 pupils. It includes quite a wide catchment area and is for pupils aged 11 – 18 years old with quite a small proportion of students staying for sixth form. Looking at the school improvement plan for this school, it is a one-year improvement plan that outlines the priorities the school has with respect to the recommendations set out for the school following the last Estyn inspection. In this essay I will be discussing how the school is developing one of the priorities contained in its improvement plan; they are aiming to improve the standards of pupil wellbeing and attitudes to learning. In actioning this priority, they are addressing it from a number of different aspects of the school; by improving attendance rates, by improving pupils’ attitudes towards learning, and by stretching and challenging pupils to the best of their ability. In particular I will be looking at the support that is in place for improving attendance rates of pupils.
Literature Review:
The school development process in action is a continually ongoing process that never stops for schools in their aim to support pupils in achieving their maximum potential. It is a school-based research approach to improvement which has seen a lot of change in the latter half of the last 100 years. National curriculums are one of the more recent things having only been brought into education during the last 40 years. According to Brighouse and Woods (2013), in order for there to be continuing professional development school-wide, it requires that all teachers and staff share an agreed upon philosophy and policy of what makes for effective learning with consistent teaching practice across all aspects of the school. This is especially important when it comes to writing the school improvement plan as it is meant to be a school-wide effort aimed at improving various standards around the school. These goals can only be achieved if every staff member is aware of it and on board with it. 
In education in Wales, school development is a process that will begin to see radical change in the next few years with the new curriculum for Wales being introduced and phased into schools in an effort to improve educational standards. This curriculum reform is happening in light of the national results obtained by Wales in the PISA tests in which we are constantly underperforming. According to the Welsh government (2017), the curriculum will bring higher standards of literacy, numeracy, digital competency, and make pupils more enterprising, creative, and critical thinking, inline with the four purposes set out in Donaldson’s ‘Successful Futures’ review (2015). Schools are aiming to phase the new curriculum into Wales’ education system by the year 2022 starting with pioneer schools who are driving the new curriculum and other schools in the trial stages. Looking at this from a school improvement point of view, again this requires that all teaching practitioners are on the same page with educational reform. Furthermore, with the introduction of Area’s of Learning and Experience (AoLE’s) that will take the place of subjects, teachers will have to collaborate and compromise a lot more than previously. In order to be effective, it will require there to be a clear, agreed upon vision by the AoLE’s in how to go about developing this new curriculum in the school, particularly because it has such flexibility with how it can be taught with regards to the four purposes.
Looking at improving the attendance of pupils in secondary, Estyn (2014) recommends that schools use their attendance data to inform their approach to improving pupil attendance. They also recommend using restorative practices to improve teaching and keep pupils engaged. These two targets should go hand in hand with one another as according to Ofsted (2006-2008) in a number of secondary schools, they have found restorative practices such as things like nurture groups to be quite effective when it comes to engaging pupils and improving attendance. Furthermore, health and wellbeing are an important aspect of the new curriculum for Wales, being one of the 6 AoLEs, as a means of improving the wellbeing of young people across Wales. When looking at improving attendance rates with reference to a school improvement plan, the literature seems to be suggesting that restorative practice should be one of the main approaches used in improving pupil engagement, but also family engagement in order to have a positive impact on attendance rates. 
The School Development Plan:
The school development plan lays out the various ways in which the school will aim to address the whole-school priorities. Looking specifically at the goals for improving attendance, the success criteria for this is that the attendance will return to an upward trend, there will be a reduction in the number of persistently absent pupils, and pastoral support will be put in place for those at the highest risk of not being able to access education specific to the support they need. The action they will take to fulfil these success criteria include motivating the students with rewards and celebrations to challenge them to get high attendance; working with and supporting the families of those pupils that are persistently absent; developing a system by which the school can communicate with the family regarding attendance rates allowing the family to be aware of their child’s attendance; and finally using the MyConcern app as an additional means of monitoring safeguarding within the school, which should provide an informed way of identifying potential risks to safeguarding before they occur (Capita SIMS, 2020). In terms of how they decide on these targets, schools have a treasure trove of data on pupils regarding attendance over potentially however many years the school has been open for as well as the new data they are collecting all the time with modern technology. It allows them to identify if there are any trends within certain age groups, but it also helps them identify when pupils are starting to drop in attendance perhaps foreshadowing issues that could be preventable through the right support. Furthermore, pupil attendance data is not the only thing the school have to go off; they also have data on pupil attainment compiled into software known as SMID that allows teachers to look at where students are in any given subject as well as whether or not they are on target and if not, how much by. SMID does not allow teachers to identify what the causes are for poor attainment and engagement, but it does allow them to ask the right questions about how to go about improving it. Through improving student engagement, it is believed that those pupils with persistent absenteeism might be more inclined to come to school. This could also have a positive impact on the attendance for the general cohort of pupils as well as it will hopefully lead to more enjoyment in lessons and a better attitude towards learning. 
Providing pastoral support and using restorative approaches for those with lower attendance or at risk of low attendance are a very effective means of addressing the issue as they are focused more on the needs of the child rather than what the curriculum demands of them. The school aims to work effectively with the families of its pupils in order to provide the appropriate support for them, maintaining good relationships in order to broach the subject. Other support for pupils also includes alternative provision both inside and outside of school, where parents may be supported with home-schooling, flexibility in their timetables, and individual LSA support if needed. This seems to be quite a restorative approach, but it should not fall solely to the pastoral support team; teachers should be just as supportive as the pastoral team as the approach needs to be consistent across the whole school to be effective. In terms of stakeholders that could be involved with issues of attendance, these include form teachers, school counsellors, the pastoral support team, and external agencies such as team around the family (TAF) or social/ youth workers. Form teachers are the first port of call for pupils as they meet with them each morning before going off to their lessons for the day; they provide the challenge of excellent attendance to pupils, motivating them to aim high. The school counsellor service is something pupils can access in order to address issues that they may have concerning their situation at home or their mental health among other things. The pastoral support team are the ones who communicate with parents regarding any issue’s pupils may have both inside and outside of school that are affecting their mental wellbeing. They put in place pupil support plans according to the pupils needs in order to help the pupil with aspects that are hindering their education. External agencies are usually involved when there are more major issues affecting pupils outside of school, and they can be involved as a result of school intervention or as a result of parents/ carers or other sources of information.
Reflection and Evaluation:
In terms of actioning the priorities the school has listed in its development plan aimed at improving attendance, there is evidence of effective practice, but there are also ways in which this could be further developed. With relation to attendance data, the data specific to each individual is distributed among them during the form period in the morning before lessons by the form teacher. They also provide the overall attendance figure for the class during this time. This is tracked throughout the year with the highest attending form getting a reward at the end of the year. Furthermore, for every 10 weeks a pupil is in for 100% of the school week, they get an early lunch pass. It is a motivation tactic which seems to be quite effective among the lower years of school as generally speaking the reasons lower years pupils are off school are often less complex than the reasons an older pupil may be off school, but this is not always the case. For the pupils who aren’t really invested in the idea of getting prizes for attending school and may be struggling with their mental or physical wellbeing there is other support available in the form of the school counselling service, youth workers, the pastoral support team, and the school health nurse. The idea is that these are all available to pupils as a preventative measure to stop disengagement from school in the first place, and to also maintain healthy relationships with the families of their pupils. Once a pupil has however disengaged from school for whatever reason, the school continues to try to support and work with the family to ensure that the educational needs of that pupil are still being met. Due to the rural context of the school though, this can prove to be quite challenging at times, especially if it is suspected that the parents, carers, or guardians are the ones in some way responsible for the pupil’s absenteeism, but it can also be the case that the guardians are unaware of the pupils absence. The overall approach of the school seems to be quite a preventative approach rather than an approach based on the current issues with pupil’s attendance. LSA’s aren’t in every class, they are designated only to the individuals that need support the most which is the best the school can do with the current state of school budgets, but it also means that not all pupils may be getting the support that they require. 
In terms of ways in which they could develop and improve their practice, one suggestion would be to have training days for all staff with a focus on delivering pastoral support to pupils coupled with observations of sessions delivered by the pastoral support team. First of all, it would encourage in-school collaboration between different departments, but it would also mean the support offered by the school is consistent among all staff. This would hopefully mean that students that struggle with classroom engagement become more engaged in school and can see its benefits, making them more likely to come to school. Observations would also offer teachers a chance to observe restorative practice in action that is focused on pupils needs rather than on the curriculum informing them in their own practice of how best to support pupils, especially those with low attendance. Pastoral support is a vital part to ensuring success of pupils throughout the academic year (Rees, 2019). This suggestion however will only influence pupils that may have low attendance but still come to school. For those that are in contact with the school but don’t attend, more complex support needs to be in place with the aims of said support being to bring the pupil back into mainstream education. A suggestion by the department of education could be to look at communication with external education providers (Watters, 2012). This could include things like forest schools or coastal schools providing pupils with the opportunity for learning outside of a school context which may in turn give them something to look forward to when they are in school and thus make them more likely to want to attend school.
Conclusion:
School development is an ongoing process that school staff are constantly trying to address and make more effective in whatever way they can. This is also the case for when trying to improve pupil’s attendance as there is no one-size fits all solution to it. All pupils are different when it comes to their educational needs, and these can become more complex as pupils age and develop through the different stages of life. In terms of addressing these needs, restorative approaches seem to be the most commonly used practice with things like interventions, modified curriculums, and flexibility with the school timetables. Further support is usually in the form of pupil support plans that are usually governed by the pastoral support team of the school. The problem is that not all teachers see their job as pastoral, or at least don’t see it as much of a priority when compared to the curriculum. There are a number of ways this can be improved in school through teacher’s collaboration with the pastoral support team, but current curricular reform in Wales should help to address this issue. With the new curriculum, pupil health and wellbeing will be explicitly equal in priority to the rest of the curriculum as it is one of the 6 Areas of Learning and Experience. 
Looking at moving forward with this in terms of my own practice, I believe a more restorative centric approach will help engage pupils in my lessons with more benefits over the long term in terms of maintaining good relationships with the pupils and keeping attendance in my lessons up. It would also be informative to have discussions with and observe the pupil pastoral support team in action every now and again; in order to provide more effective support for each individual by becoming more informed about the various ways in which they can be supported.
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