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Title: How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact, and evidence base. (2,500 words)

Introduction

The aim of this report is to critically reflect upon the implementation of a school’s School Development Plan (SDP), and the steps taken to raise standards through the plan’s evidence base, actions taken, and its impact. School development has been defined as a process of continuous growth in an effort to improve education for students (Ylimaki & Brunderman, 2021). This definition is then progressed and states that the purpose of a SDP is to provide guidance for the school in introducing changes successfully (Xaba, 2006). Throughout the report the school in question will be referred to as ‘School A’, as well as ensuring that the name of the school is redacted in the reference list. This is to ensure that anonymity is secured in line with the BERA Guidelines for Educational Research (BERA, 2018). 

The priority for improvement that will take focus is the improvement of pupil attendance, before the covid-19 pandemic attendance at school A was around 94.6%. Following the pandemic this number has dropped to 89.7%, this is worrying as it is the lowest that attendance has been for over a decade (XXX Primary School, 2023). Attendance levels at the school are below the national average of 91.3% from the same period (Welsh Government, 2023). This was up from 90.9% from the same period in the year before, which highlights a positive trend in pupil attendance in Wales. Contrarily, the trend for attendance in School A since the pandemic has been downward.

Literature Review: School Development Plans

According to the Welsh Government (2014) schools should strive for sustainable improvement, through the implementation of effective short and long-term planning. Multiple sources state that school improvement is driven by leaders within the school (Harris, et al., 2019; Hitt & Tucker, 2016), since they have the responsibility to allocate resources and implement behaviours amongst staff. An opposing view however discusses the importance of involving all partners and stakeholders in identifying strengths and areas for improvement (Welsh Government, 2016). The family and community engagement (FaCE) toolkit does however agree that school leaders and governors do have a huge amount of power in the school development process, before stating that a SDP that engages with FaCE can address barriers to family and community involvement. This is relevant as previous research has shown that family and community involvement were associated with student attendance (Sheldon & Epstein, 2004). 

According to the Welsh Government’s 2014 guidance, the purpose of an SDP is to provide a strategic plan for improvememt, by self-evaluating, placing targets and discussing the actions that will be taken. Although this purpose is largely agreed upon in literature (Ylimaki & Brunderman, 2022), it is also viewed as the process of adapting to the constantly changing educational environment, whilst  ensuring that student needs are met (Yan, 2023). Elements of Yan’s definition are agreed with by the school improvement guidance framework that suggest that the general purpose of school improvement is to give learners the best possible experiences and outcomes. A fundamental element of enabling this is by allowing students to engage with the four purposes of the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2022). 

Further investigation of 2014’s SDP guidance discusses elements of a SDP needed to make it effective. Key features of a good SDP include, the involvement of all stakeholders, self-evaluation, focus on both short and long-term priorities, providing context, and highlighting that it is an ongoing process. Case study analysis of school improvement plans in American schools identified characteristics that appeared in successful school development plans. In America there is little to no guidance on how to design SDPs, and the study argues that there should be a set template for schools to use to ensure SDPs are effective. The study identified that they possesed a gerenal description of goals, a general description of action steps, and a required mathematics goal (VanGronigen, et al., 2023). The need for these characteristics is shared by the SDP Guidance document, as it also discusses the need for strategic planning (description of goals), taking action, as well as raising the stardards of education in relation to numeracy. 

Literature Review: Attendance

Broadly speaking school attendance is referred to a student’s in-class physical presence during the school day (Kearney, et al., 2019), contrarily absentteism refers to a student being absent from school, whether that be motivationally based or structurally based (Birioukov, 2016). As mentioned previously, School A observed a large drop in attendance following the pandemic. This seemed to be a trend across Wales, as data published saw absenteeism rise from around 14% before the pandemic to 29% in 2023 (Welsh Government, 2024). This data, along with the evidence base identified by School A highlights the need for pupil attendance to be a priority. 

There has been large debate surrounding the impact of school attendance on academic performance. One study states that attendance is needed to provide pupils with opportunities to learn (Darling-Hammond, 2000). In support of Darling-Hammond’s statement, Lamdin (1996) found that when students had better attendance levels, they also had better pass rates on summative tests. Further evidence for attendance’s impact on student attainment can be seen in a study by Zubrick (2019) that found that poor attendance can impact academic success, and lead to poor academic achievement. It is also suggested that there are further benefits than simply improved academic achievement. It is also hypothesised that pupils who attend school more regularly are able to develop positive relationships with peers and teachers, subsequently improving their emotional resilience and mental health (Progress Teaching, 2024). 

On the other hand high levels of absenteeism has been associated with lower levels of numeracy between ages 8-11. Furthermore, reading scores were negatively associated with high-levels of non-attendance, in the same age group of learners (Daraganova, et al., 2014). Klein et. al. (2022) agrees with the above statement that absences does have an effect on academic achievement, however his study aimed to investigate the influence of the reason behind absences. His work found no discrepancies between all forms of absences, stating that any absence would have a negative influence on academic achievement.

There are numerous suggestions given to improve attendance within schools. One such suggestion considered the cost implications of interventions, and the importance of parental involvement in education. The intervention targeted parental misbeliefs that undervalued the importance of regular attendance, as well as discussing the number of school days that their child had missed (Robinson, et al., 2018). Alternatively, creating a positive school climate and improving student satisfaction has also been proven to improve pupil attendance (Daily, et al., 2021). A positive school environment is achieved when everyone in the school community feels safe, included, and accepted (Ontario Government, 2022).

Developing an Action Plan

When developing a school development plan, it is important that the process of creating the plan is inspired by literature, namely the guidance provided by the SDP Guidance Document (2014). The document states that school development planning is a cycle, broken into five stages. Firstly, the school identifies its vision, and what it’s trying to achieve, before self-evaluating, strategically planning, making improvements, and reviewing impact, then the cycle restarts.

Barber (1996) states that for a school to be successful it is necessary to take part in improvement, and self-evaluation is key in securing improvement. Barber elaborates to say that self-evaluation is the continuous ‘quest’ to discover a school’s sense of purpose, behaviour, relationships, and classroom performance. School A analysed their attendance figures and identified that attendance had dropped to 89.68%, the lowest in a decade. Further analysis identified that the trend for attendance had been downwards. Free School Meal (FSM) student attendance was below percentages within other schools in the local authority. Furthermore, the gap between FSM and non-FSM students’ attendance was identified as a target. Upon analysis of the data targets were recognised and areas were selected for monitoring. The percentage of persistent absentees is closely monitored within the school, as well as attendance on Fridays, as this is a particular cause for concern and is a focus for school (XXX Primary School, 2023).

Another important part of the school development process is the involvement of stakeholders in the process. The involvement of stakeholders has been seen as a necessity by Thomson (2018). One case study encouraged the involvement of every member of staff. As a result, all stakeholders felt a part of the school environment. Furthermore, systems of monitoring and sharing were implemented at an individual, whole school, and governing body level. Key documents were shared with all stakeholders and were updated collaboratively (Estyn, 2017).  Within School A’s SDP they expressly recognise the need to interact with all stakeholders in the planning process. The school illustrated the need to communicate the importance of attendance to pupils, staff, governors, and parents. There is also consideration given to the influence of external agencies such as the Education Welfare Services. A key element of this collaboration process is communication, which placed an importance on ‘ensuring coherent communication of the school systems and explaining the importance of attendance to parents’. 

Next to consider, in line with the SDP cycle is the process of strategic planning. This is the process of creating a plan following the vision, mission, and goals of the school (Priyambado & Hasanah, 2021). Advancing on this, Demir (2019) adds that this process requires goal setting, creating interventions, the use and analysation of data, and the monitoring of SDPs. Whilst planning the interventions that will be put in place within the SDP, school A developed a success criteria, targets, and the actions that will be taken to improve school attendance. Within the success criteria it was suggested that the process for tackling attendance should be revisited, that the percentage of persistent absentees will fall, and that many vulnerable learners will make progress, and display more positive attitudes to school and learning. Targets set largely focused on qualitative improvements, and year 1 targets aimed to raise attendance from 89% to 91%. A second target is for the attendance of FSM students to improve to 88%. Interestingly, an important part of School A’s SDP is the continuous re-setting of targets year on year to ensure the sustainable improvement of the school.

Following the implementation of the interventions and new strategies to attendance improvement put in place, measuring the impact that it has had on the school, is vital. Simply put measuring impact is the process of assessing whether or not a program or intervention has had the desired effects (Diez, et al., 2020). Furthermore, by combining qualitative and quantitative methods can result in better evaluations that make the most of both methods’ advantages (Garbarino, et al., 2009). Given the recency of the development of School A’s SDP, having only been in place since the current academic year, there has not been much opportunity to measure impact as of yet. However, the school have continually monitored pupil attendance throughout the year, in collaboration with the Pupil Attendance team and attendance link Governor. Agreeing with literature the school monitor in both qualitative and quantitative fashion, looking at whether attendance is improving, the percentage of absenteeism falling, and if the percentage of particular learner groups has improved. In a more qualitative fashion, they will aim to understand whether attendance within certain pupil groups is improving. 

Finally, School A considers the process of sharing good practice with other schools in the local area. Literature supports the attention given to this process, stating that by identifying and sharing best practice can lead to replicated successes which can support all teachers. Subsequently this sharing of findings will result in the delivery of better teaching quality (Berri & Al-Rasheed , 2016). During the sharing of practice exercise, School A began by identifying schools with a similar context to itself and identifying strategies that those schools implement that have contributed to the high attendance in those schools. Finally, School A will consider implementing any new initiatives they believe will carry over well to School A’s needs. 

Reflection and evaluation 

It is evident that School A continually sought guidance from the appropriate documents when necessary. During the course of this report, we have largely focused on the 2014 School Development Guidance published, this enabled the school to develop a plan that was critical and ensured the continuous success of the school through self-evaluation, strategic planning, implementing action and reviewing impact. Alternatively, School A may have used more recent guidance. The School Improvement Guidance framework (2022) moves away from the cyclic approach to school development and instead uses a framework that focuses on evaluation, improvement, and accountability. The framework shares many similarities with the previous guidance, such as collaboration, self-evaluation and improvement still remaining key themes across both. However, the 2022 guidance gives special consideration to the roles of democratic accountability and inspection. Due to the lack of consideration towards the role of inspection and accountability in School A’s SDP, this could be an area to consider in the future. 

School A’s SDP looks at implementing the actions suggested over a three-year span. Year one focuses on developing the school’s vision and setting priorities through self-evaluation. Subsequently, years two and three then look to address the impact of the previous year’s actions, before setting new targets and expectations. Guidance to the law relating to the 2014 SDP guidance states that the SDP is a rolling three-year plan. In agreement with School A’s SDP, it then goes on to say that year one should contain detailed priorities, targets and strategies, and year two and three should capture ‘high-level priorities and targets’ (Welsh Government, 2016). However, a longer-term plan may be able to provide better overview of the direction of school improvement and may be able to better breakdown how the school’s vision will be achieved (Lamb, 2021). 

A particular strength of School A’s SDP is the continuous focus placed on collaboration throughout the improvement process. This is seen through the consideration given to providing clarity to all stakeholders. Furthermore, the importance that the school has placed on sharing good practice with other schools. Research has highlighted that collaborative work is essential to improving professional development, subsequently aiding school development (Shavard, 2022). 

In the future, I would recommend that any information currently missing from the SDP is continually updated when it becomes prevalent. For example, figures currently set as TBC% are updated when the data is available. On a similar note, the writer also encourages the continued engagement with the SDP from all stakeholders. One way that this will be ensured is by engaging all stakeholders in the process of setting new targets at the beginning of year two and year three, following evaluation of the process so far. 

Conclusion

In summary, during the research of this report the importance of an effective SDP has become prevalent. By developing a SDP, it allows schools to achieve sustainable school development, through the processes of self-evaluation, acting and reviewing impact. Given the relatively recent implementation of the SDP, having only been in place since the beginning of the school year it will be interesting to see the impact that it has on school attendance. The review of literature highlighted the elements of a SDP needed to ensure its effect, and by relating the guidance to a case study it has enabled the writer to achieve better understanding of what a good SDP looks like. By carrying out this report it has enabled to the writer to gain a deeper insight into actions taken during the second professional teaching experience, that were inspired by the SDP, and explained measures taken to improve attendance that were prevalent in School A’s pedagogy. In the future, the writer will ensure that when teaching, they seek their school’s development plan, in an attempt to play their part in obtaining the school’s vision by having knowledge of the planned actions to be taken.
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