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The main aim of this assignment is to demonstrate understanding of how one aspect of a school’s development plan (SDP) is addressed, and its impact measured. Welsh Government (2014a) define an SDP as a school’s strategic plan for improvement. For this assignment, the SDP of my final Professional Teaching Experience (PTE) school will be used. The school will be referred to as School X throughout the body of this assignment for anonymity purposes in line with the British Educational Research Association (BERA) guidelines (BERA, 2018). Within the SDP, the school has identified five main priorities for improvement. The aspect of focus within this assignment is the SDP’s priority to further develop provision for Additional Learning Needs (ALN) pupils. Due to the broad spectrum within this priority, this assignment will focus on the creation of a sensory room within the school. School X is based within the Swansea Local Authority in South Wales. Currently, there are 119 pupils on roll at the school including 16 part time nursery pupils. There are four mixed-year classes at the school. Around 15.4% of pupils have ALN, which is below the national average of 16.1% (School X, 2023; Estyn, 2023). There is currently no published data regarding the number of pupils with individual development plans (IDPs) in the school.

The school development process in Wales is guided by the National Mission for Education (Welsh Government, 2022b). As of 2014, the implementation of an SDP has been enacted as legislation in Wales (Welsh Government, 2014b). The overarching purpose of school development is to provide a strategic framework to ensure schools provide high quality learning experiences and outcomes for all learners (Welsh Government, 2022b). As previously mentioned, the SDP is a strategic plan that outlines aims, priorities and actions necessary to improve the overall performance and effectiveness of a school (Welsh Government, 2014a; Department of Education, 2015). Best and Dunlap (2014) and Welsh Government (2022b) suggest that schools can enhance their development through implementing evidence-based and continuous improvement strategies. Continuous improvement has been defined as a process representing an ongoing effort to improve outcomes (Best and Dunlap, 2014). SDPs can be seen as a form of continuous improvement as the Welsh Government (2014a) state that SDPs should be a regularly updated document to reflect progress made within each priority. 

Welsh Government (2014a) describe the SDP as a disciplined process involving four key stages – self-evaluation, strategic planning, making actions and reviewing the impact. However, it is important to note that Welsh Government (2022b) have released further guidance surrounding school improvement to replace this source, placing the requirements of legislation in the context of an updated framework. Despite this, this source should not be regarded as outdated within this assignment as it specifically provides deeper insight into the processes of SDPs. 

SDPs should set out how the school intends to meet its targets, including the use of resources such as funding (Welsh Government, 2014a). As outlined within legislation, SDPs should involve all stakeholders and school partners to ensure a consistent agenda for school improvement (Welsh Government, 2014b). Stakeholders involved within an SDP can include, but are not limited to, the governing body, the headteacher and school staff (Welsh Government, 2014a). Analysis of both qualitative and quantitative data such as academic attainment and attendance rates can allow schools to identify strengths and areas for improvement (Schildkamp, 2019). In Wales, each school’s SDP should also include how they plan to address the national priorities of raising standards in literacy and numeracy and reduce the effect of poverty on attainment (Welsh Government, 2014a).  

Sensory rooms are spaces described as containing specialised equipment such as different lights, sounds and textures to modify the environment (Unwin, Powell and Jones, 2021). Sensory rooms can be designed to provide a safe, stimulating environment where children can explore their senses promoting relaxation and sensory integration (Pfeiffer et al., 2011). Jones (2023) has recently conducted an evidence-based study around the creation of sensory rooms to maximise potential of learning and well-being. The importance of pupil well-being in education is evident throughout numerous bodies of research (Welsh Government, 2015, Welsh Government, 2022a; Wolff and Digby, 2023). Anderson (2020) suggests these factors are interlinked, stating that learning cannot take place if a pupil is not in the correct mind frame. This suggests that the addition of a sensory room within the school would be beneficial to the progress of pupils with ALN. Additionally, through engaging with sensory equipment, pupils can develop their sensory processing skills, leading to improved regulation in behaviour and attention in the classroom (Cumbria County Council, n.d.). 

Sensory rooms can also provide a calming and relaxing environment that can help children to reduce anxiety and stress levels (West et al., 2017). This may be helpful for children with ALN who have difficulty regulating their emotions, particularly within a busy classroom environment. By having a designated space to go to, children may be able to focus on classroom tasks and participate in learning activities. On the other hand, it is important to consider that for some pupils, this may possibly lead to overstimulation, leading to increased anxiety and stress levels (Van den Boogert et al., 2022). 

Additionally, Sensory rooms can be used for social activities, such as group play and interaction, which can help children to develop their social skills and improve their communication with others (Pfeiffer et al., 2011). Within education, social interactions have been regarded as integral to children's learning and development (Vygotsky, 1978; Bruner, 1978). This suggests that the creation of a sensory room would be beneficial to improving outcomes for pupils with ALN, as prioritised within the SDP. 

However, it is important to note that research surrounding sensory rooms usually refers to children with Autistic Spectrum Condition (ASC). Due to the high costs of sensory room creation (Habbak and Khodeir, 2022), it is important to consider whether a sensory room would also be beneficial for other learners with ALN, not limited to those with ASC considering the lower-than-average percentage of pupils with ALN in School X. As School X’s SDP outlines the improvement of provision for all ALN pupils, it is important to consider both positives and limitations regarding the creation of a sensory room within the school. 

Regarding their SDP, School X must follow specific processes as outlined by Welsh Government legislation (Welsh Government, 2014b; Welsh Government, 2022b). In terms of self-evaluation, School X follows the National Resource for Evaluation and Improvement (NREI) processes set out by Welsh Government (2022b). Within this document, School X has generated responses to questions regarding the effectiveness of the school’s leadership, curriculum, learning and teaching and well-being, equity, and inclusion (School X, 2023). Each area encompasses specific components, allowing School X to pinpoint both areas of strength and improvement to inform the creation of the SDP. This assignment is particularly interested with the processes discussing inclusion as this relates to the chosen priority surrounding provision for pupils with ALN. 

Within the NREI document, School X highlights future implementations that are planned to improve the relating component (School X, 2023). However, within the NREI School X fails to highlight the processes used to monitor and review the progress, well-being, and attainment of learners with ALN. Nevertheless, within the SDP there is a small section of actions including Wellcomm, Impulse and Boxall Profiles Online which upon further personal research could be assumed as programmes to monitor and review the progress of learners within the highlighted areas (GL Assessment, 2017; The Boxall Profile, 2019; CACI, 2023). However, the implementation of these programmes is not specifically stated within the SDP. During PTE these programmes were also not observed in practice as means of monitoring progress of learners. 

To further identify areas of strength and improvement, School X should analyse both qualitative and quantitative data (Schildkamp, 2019). Qualitative data refers to information that is non-numeric (Arghode, 2012). School X (2023) collects qualitative data through monitoring and reporting mechanisms such as parental feedback and meetings with governors. In contrast, quantitative data refers to the use of numerical information which can be quantified to present common themes (Arghode, 2012). The previously mentioned programme of Wellcomm is used in schools as a way of quantifying data through tracking pupil progress in communication, language, and interaction (GL Assessment, 2017). However, School X has not shared the ways in which they collect and analyse quantitative data and the use of this programme is based on an assumption following reading of the SDP. Analysis of assessment data would be effective in identifying areas of strength and improvement of pupils across School X, including those with ALN (Welsh Government, 2022b). In line with the Curriculum for Wales, collection of evidence around learner progress should inform School X’s self-evaluation and subsequent improvement (Welsh Government, 2022b). 

Within the SDP process, School X outlines the specific stakeholders involved within each priority (School X, 2023). Within the SDP, School X discusses the need for improved collaboration between home, school and multiagency to provide high level care for pupils, specifically pupils with ALN (School X,2023). Regarding the priority of interest within this assignment, various stakeholders are involved including the Headteacher, Additional Learning Needs Coordinator (ALNCo), ALN Governor, teaching staff and parents of ALN pupils. Through involvement of stakeholders, the SDP is ensured to reflect the needs and priorities for pupils with ALN (Welsh Government, 2022c). Estyn (2017) deem the involvement of stakeholders to identify school improvement as a form of effective practice - further supporting School X’s clear involvement with stakeholders. Involvement of stakeholders is part of the strategic planning stage of school improvement. During the strategic planning process, schools use the self-evaluation to concisely outline the school’s targets for improvement (Chang, 2008; Welsh Government, 2014a). Legally, schools are required to have one SDP (Welsh Government, 2014a). However, during the process of strategic planning to create the SDP, schools may have numerous plans such as spending plans for grants and professional development of staff (Welsh Government, 2014a). In School X, an additional plan was devised amongst staff for the spending of an ALN grant, specifically related to the priority of interest within this assignment through creation of a sensory room within the school (School X, 2023).  However, this has not been included within the SDP. 

Finally, School X must also measure the impact of implementations to achieve the priority. Within the SDP, School X plans to measure impact of improvement of provision for pupils with ALN through half-termly Red, Amber, Green (RAG) ratings. Each priority outlines a success criterion in which can be used to measure progress against. RAG ratings are a form of traffic light system to indicate a project’s progress within a priority (School X,2023). However, there is no credible literature available discussing the use of RAG ratings as a means of measuring impact. As a result of this, it is difficult to determine the effectiveness of School X’s current means of measuring impact. 

As previously mentioned, the addition of a sensory room is in motion as a form of developing provision to meet the needs of all learners with ALN in School X. It is important to note that currently, this is being implemented within the school and is not yet complete. In light of both research and personal experience surrounding sensory rooms, this is an implementation that could prove beneficial in aiding the development of pupils with ALN. As previously discussed, sensory rooms have numerous benefits to pupils with ALN, including positively affecting their ability to work within the classroom environment (Cumbria County Council, n.d.; Pfeiffer et al., 2011; West et al., 2017). The emphasis on supporting well-being through use of sensory rooms is also an important factor considering well-being is an integral part of Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022a). This implies that in addition to pupils with ALN, the sensory room could also be used as a whole school approach to well-being. However, it is also important to consider possible implications of the introduction of a sensory room within the school. Sensory rooms are costly to implement (Habbak and Khodeir, 2022). Although School X has used an ALN grant to aid its creation, it is important to consider future maintenance costs that could occur to ensure the room remains safe for use. Additionally, as there is no current empty space within the school, it is important to consider both staff and time constraints around clearing and creating a sensory room. 

In review of the evaluation around this priority, one suggestion would be to study further evidence-based research to maximise the benefits of the sensory room such as Jones (2023). Additionally, collaboration between ALNCos in other schools with specific provision for ALN pupils could prove beneficial in implementing new strategies to aid learners in School X. Finally, further professional training in approaches such as Thrive could prove beneficial alongside a sensory room. The Thrive Approach aims to improve behaviour and learning outcomes through tackling the underlying cause (Parks, 2019). This approach is a socio-emotional model underpinned by neuroscience and attachment theory to suggest interventions for various social and emotional difficulties following an online testing system (Parks,2019). However, training to become a Thrive practitioner is costly and may not be suitable for School X dependent on current budget. Within this situation, I would suggest collaboration with a trained Thrive practitioner in a cluster school to share effective practice for the provision of ALN pupils. 

In conclusion, this assignment has explored the processes involved in creating an SDP, showing understanding of how an SDP is addressed and its impact measured in the context of School X. This assignment has concluded that the addition of a sensory room would be beneficial to the progress of pupils with ALN, helping to develop their sensory processing skills, leading to improved regulation in behaviour and attention in the classroom, and reducing anxiety and stress levels (Cumbria County Council, n.d.; Pfeiffer et al., 2011; West et al., 2017). However, it is important that School X is also aware of the possible implications with the addition of a sensory room. 

In terms of personal professional practice, this assignment has enabled a deeper understanding of the processes of an SDP including my role as stakeholder in future as a qualified practitioner. Through wide engagement of current literature, I have taken a critical stance on an SDP, enabling personal recommendations for the future that can be used in my own practice. Looking forward, deeper understanding of the SDP will allow for personal progress within the ‘Exercising Corporate Responsibility’ professional standard for teaching at an induction level (Welsh Government, 2020). 
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