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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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School Development Planning (SDP) processes are often described as being very similar across schools, however, they tend to vary significantly depending on differences between school’s organisational contexts, social contexts and cultural contexts (Leithwood et al., 2007).  For the purpose of this assignment I will use School X’s SDP which is a large primary school based in an urban town setting in South Wales. The school has approximately 500 pupils on roll and was recently rated ‘good’ in an Estyn inspection (Estyn, 2018). School X developed three targets to focus on, their main target was “to promote and improve the profile/quality of provision for Health and Wellbeing for staff and pupils throughout the school” (School X SIP, 2019). The remaining  targets were related to raising standards of pupil’s welsh language and raising the quality of teaching and provision within the expressive arts AoLE. This essay has been divided into three sections, firstly I will begin by considering the strategic planning process and School X’s main target of health and wellbeing. Secondly, I will focus on the development of the action point to ‘strengthen provision to improve pupil wellbeing’ (School X SIP, 2019). Finally, I will conduct a review of how Schools X has developed in implementing their SDP using theory to make practical suggestions.
	
The fundamental purpose of a SDP is to facilitate schools in maintaining and achieving the highest possible standards through streamlining a school’s strategic plan of setting clear aims which is under constant review to allow for improvement. One significant aspect of strategic planning is that it has definable objectives which have quantifiable results that are specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and timed (Welsh Government, 2014). Schools who aim to succeed in the best educational interests of their pupils should have a strategic plan which defines, plans and sets out organisational goals to achieve (McNamara, 2003). However, Davies and Ellison (1998) found that strategic planning in the school environment has previously been flawed because development plans have not been strategic but rather exhaustive lists of activities, curriculum, staffing and equipment. Therefore, such schools have been unsuccessful in integrating actions around the fundamental purposes of the school, as Williams and Johnson (2013) advocate that the strategic planning process must be directed by a robust school vision. Nonetheless, others argue that continuously reinventing and reflecting upon strategic plans may waste valued resources and time as Bobic and Davis (2003) suggested, there is very little empirical evidence that strategic planning strategies lead to improvement. 

More recent research suggests that strategic planning can be successful, however in order to be strategic and successful it must be  organised into goals and action steps (Bassett, 2012 ;Mintzberg, 1994). Consequently, strategic planning is part of a continuous cycle that involves identifying priorities and determining an organisations vision. For example, in a school this will relate to improving overall learner outcomes by raising standards of national priorities such as literacy and numeracy or decreasing the effect of poverty on attainment (Welsh Government, 2014; McLaughlin, 1993, p.5). Fidler (2002), recognises strategic planning as important because it encompasses a final goal as well as a planned means of how to achieve that goal. Thus for schools to make improvement, strategic planning is fundamental to not only implementing government educational policy but also to the success of the school, pupils and staff by providing a workforce of good citizens with appropriate skills for society (Bell 1999; Bell 2004).

School X identified the health and wellbeing of learners and staff as a priority which developed into the main target of their SDP. Schools are unique settings where children’s emotional and social well-being are promoted, and a wide range of critical skills can be learned. Clark et al. (2015) found school-based interventions that support social and emotional wellbeing led to long-term benefits such as enhanced mental health, academic performance, positive behaviour and social functioning (Barry et al. 2013; Wells et al. 2003).This is supported by Public Health England (2014), who suggest that encouraging the health and wellbeing of students has the potential to advance their educational outcomes. Nevertheless, there is little empirical evidence to support this as Falch and Ronning (2012) identified that policies put in place to improve academic performance tend to make school life less enjoyable, consequently not enhancing the health and wellbeing of pupils (Heller-Sahlgren, 2018; Jurges and Schneider, 2010; Warton 2001). Nevertheless, in Wales, the creation of a Health and Wellbeing Area of Learning and Experience provides a holistic guide to understand and promote a child’s health and development, mental health and emotional and social wellbeing (Donaldson, 2015).

Beynon (2019), found that one in ten children have a diagnosed mental health, emotional or behaviour disorder, thus, the necessity for schools to recognise and promote positive mental health is needed more than ever. In addition, job demands and stresses on teachers are evident by the diminishment of their wellbeing, resulting in subsequent higher levels of depression, negative emotions and psychosomatic responses among school staff (Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2018; Klassen et al.2013; Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2015). Consequently, supporting wellbeing for pupils and staff in schools is now central to school’s visions and fundamental to the rights of the child (Anderson and Graham, 2016; Camfield et al., 2009) More recently, some schools have implemented new strategies such as Emotional Literacy Support Assistants (ELSA), which has a noticeable encouraging impact on multiple elements of pupil wellbeing (Krause et al. 2020; Hills, 2016; Bravery and Harris, 2009). Yoga and mindfulness are among other methods used widely across schools as a way of improving pupil emotional regulation and academic function through improved concentration, attention and coordination (Frank et al., 2017; Ehleringer, 2010; Khalsa et al., 2011).

For the next section of the essay I will be focusing on School X’s action point of ‘strengthening provision to improve pupil wellbeing, e.g. mindfulness, growth mindset’ (School X SIP, 2019). Many schools begin school development planning by asking key questions of, what they want to achieve, why they want to achieve it and how they are going to be successful. Interestingly, in School X’s last Estyn inspection pupil wellbeing was rated as ‘excellent’ (Estyn, 2018), which leads to question why School X chose to target an area that was already considered excellent. However, according to Harrison (2002) one of the biggest ironies associated with SDP and inspection reports is the fact that information gathered by outsiders is frequently seen as having more impact compared to information that is regularly available in the school community. A huge advantage of School X’s action point is that it was created based on a range of information and data available to the school. Despite Estyn’s rating of excellent, the school chose to take account of qualitative and quantitative data available including a pupil wellbeing questionnaire, staff discussions and listening to learner interviews. This revealed that a high proportion of pupils felt their mental and physical wellbeing was poor, a hugely contrasting view to what Estyn found. School X’s approach of taking a range of data to form their action points is supported by Ainscow et al. (2012), who observed that where schools appreciate the potential of information generated internally about issues within school, then they become better equipped to exploit opportunities and develop action plans to overall improve outcomes. 

By School X using a range of approaches such as staff discussions to develop their action points they were able to construct their SDP using a bottom up approach. Pal (2008), argues that bottom up planning is successful because it allows power to be distributed across all employees, giving responsibility and accountability to all. A large majority of staff in School X put forward health and wellbeing as a target in the staff meetings when developing their SDP, hence when the action points were created all staff were noted as being accountable for the action point. Despite its strengths, Roy and Ganguly (2009) found that a bottom up approach was over reliant on individuals participation. Equally, Hallinger et al. (1992), found that teachers were often highly in favour of improvement, although evidence suggests that they failed to carry this out in their teaching practice (Kaplan and Norton, 2005; Fullan, 1994). Despite the bottom up approach giving responsibility to all members off staff, School X put an expert leading member of staff in place to guide the health and wellbeing target. This was done to ensure consistency, support and training could be given to all stakeholders and it also meant that improvements did not become disjointed and incoherent (Schmoker, 2004; Fullan, 1994).

Coordinators of SDP targets can only change and develop classroom practice with the active participation of colleagues, thus, the success of the SDP is dependent on all stakeholders within the school of teachers, support staff, governors and the community (Pal, 2008; O’Neill, 1996). Research suggests the success of improvement  and whole school development relies on interventions and initiatives that can empower stakeholders, ensuring they have a shared vision (Owens, 2010; Tricket, 2002 ;Beeker et al. 1998). School X identified stakeholders having a shared vision as a priority, consequently the leader of the health and wellbeing target led two training days throughout the school year giving staff strategies to implement in the classroom such as yoga, mindfulness and MISP sessions. However, there are several limitations to having one member of staff leading an action point as other stakeholders rely on the lead for support which takes time. Time is a huge issue in schools and is in short supply, Harrison (2002), advocates that target leading members of staff should have time to observe teaching and learning, solve problems, support colleagues and reflect and feedback in order to create effective change (Campbell and Neill, 1994). In School X, the lead member of staff was also a full-time class teacher and although time was designated out of the classroom, the lead member of staff felt that there was not enough time to implement the action points to create quick and effective improvement. 

To measure effective school improvement, self-evaluation is needed. Self-evaluation should be multidimensional by serving the dual purpose of leading to development and accountability but is only useful when evaluation outcomes lead to school improvement (Bubb et al., 2007). Adelman and Taylor (2007) advise that it is the long-term outcomes which suggest whether universal changes linked to school improvement are successful but also recognised the importance of evaluating short term processes. Evaluation can take place through a variety of approaches collecting data that can be qualitative or quantitative, such as staff interviews, discussions, observations, questionnaires, data comparison, book looks and interview group sessions (Playfoot et al. 1989). School X noted the importance of evaluation being continuous and took the approach of monitoring, evaluating and reviewing (MER) several times throughout the year. This is supported by Blanchard (2002), who suggested that evaluation needs to be a dynamic and continuous process that constantly needs revisiting, examining and reflecting upon (Bubb et al., 2007; Cross and Harrison, 1994). However, School X failed to measure the impact of what was being implemented quantitatively as their evaluation processes involved qualitative data using interviews, learning walks and listening to learners. Many instruments for measuring wellbeing have been developed but there is considerable disagreement regarding how to properly understand and measure wellbeing and these discussions are still ongoing (Cooke et al., 2016; Jayawickreme et al., 2012; Lent, 2004). Thus, this leads to question how reliably School X can measure the impact of their positive wellbeing strategies on pupil’s overall wellbeing when research is still ambiguous. 

On reflection, it is evident that School X has been successful with implementing the action point of strengthening provision to improve pupil wellbeing. School X has implemented new wellbeing sessions into their weekly timetable across the whole school, these include time designated to take part in yoga, mindfulness and MISP (Massage In School’s Programme). Research suggests that schools taking time to address their pupil’s wellbeing benefits the whole child through practising yoga and mindfulness, which has been associated with improved overall wellbeing, fewer depressive symptoms and lower stress levels (Ager et al., 2015; Stone, 2014; Kuyken, 2013; Burnett, 2011). Nonetheless, many of these findings were based on qualitative self-report data which is problematic when researching wellbeing with children as it is difficult to establish the effectiveness of measures (Kuyken, 2013; Grossman, 2008). Furthermore, Craig (2009) warns that we should be cautious to ensure we do not develop schools in the preserve of psychologists, as schools do have a key role in developing a child’s wellbeing, however it is not their sole role. 
Research shows that schools can specifically contribute to pupil’s mental wellbeing by having motivated teachers, modelling good examples of social and emotional skills, offering opportunities to become physically active and to adopt an encouraging ethos to help build a community  (Ratey, 2008; Noble and McGrath, 2008; Blakemore and Firth, 2005; Marzano et al., 2003). Moreover, this research highlights the importance of physical activity, which School X didn’t adopt to promote positive wellbeing. A suggestion for School X would be to increase physical activity and measure the potential positive impact this has on wellbeing. Chesham (2018), found the daily mile allows primary school children to be more active, less sedentary, reduces obesity and increases overall wellbeing (Breheny, 2018). Furthermore, initiatives such as the daily mile allow children to become healthy confident individuals following one of the four core purposes of Donaldson’s (2015) Curriculum for Wales. In addition to strategies discussed, School X ensured that good social and emotional skills were modelled, specifically in KS2. For example, programmes such as the Elma the elephant board where small acts of kindness were noted on the board and shared in a KS2 end of week assembly. Likewise, all KS2 classrooms adopted strategies such as ‘things I wish my teacher knew’, as a powerful tool for identifying problems, as well as having a wellbeing starter activity in the morning next to numeracy and literacy. This approach to whole school wellbeing is supported by Wells et al. (2003), who found encouraging results for the success of initiatives that implemented a whole-school approach and adopted consistency that the children could rely on year upon year.

Harris and Young (2002), explored that the achievement of SDP involves the emphasis on detailed teaching and learning outcomes, commitment to the development of teachers and staff and professional development. School X designated set time for teacher improvement and professional growth, initiated with the training of the expert lead staff through courses, set research time and trailing new strategies. School X also ensured all stakeholders were trained through the lead staff member running two training days across the year. McInerney and Leach (1992) highlight that offering sufficient training and ensuring all staff are confident in delivering the action point is a huge strength in schools. They found that staff having an augmented understanding of a school’s strengths and weaknesses led to an improved unity of staff, further opportunities for staff development and an openness by teachers to change (McLaughlin and Talbert, 2006; Harris and Young, 2000). 

To conclude, conducting research into School X’s SDP has given me an insight into how a school creates, develops and evaluates an improvement plan. This essay has demonstrated the importance of the SDP process and of making all stakeholders aware of action points to successful achieve improvement (Pal, 2008; Schmoker, 2004; Fullan, 1994). School X has been successful in implementing the action point of introducing new strategies to improve health and wellbeing across the school and is beginning to see its impact through the evaluation of listening to learners. I intend to use the knowledge gained from this research in my future teaching practice, by becoming aware and involved in contributing to achieving action points within the schools SDP. As a teacher, I recognise that I will become an active stakeholder in SDP, hence, it is essential that my classroom culture, topics and lessons reflect and incorporate these aspects. 
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