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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. 
Introduction
In this essay, I will be critically reflecting and evaluating the actions impact and evidence base of one aspect of a school’s SDP. The aspect of the SDP I have chosen is to implement the thrive approach within the school, within the SDP priority of increasing provision for pupils with additional learning needs. The school shall be referred to as school X throughout this essay, to conform to BERA guidelines. School X is a large urban school in the city of Swansea. There are about four hundred pupils attending the school, 52% of which have been identified as having additional learning needs throughout the school (Estyn, 2014), however very few of these pupils have statements of special educational needs. This is higher than the average for Wales of 22% (RCPCH, 2020). Thirty-nine percent of pupils are eligible for free school meals which is also well above the national average for Wales which is 21%. The school contains a specialist teaching facility (STF). The school development plan for school X was created in 2019 and has five priorities. From these priorities, I have chosen to focus on the ALN priority specifically the objective to embed the thrive approach.
Literature Review
School Development Plans
Welsh government tells us that the school development plan is intended to ‘set out the actions of school will take to improve learning outcomes’ (Welsh government, 2014). A school development plan contains ‘priorities,’ which are the overall aims of the SDP, including addressing the Welsh government’s national priorities of raising the standard of education in literacy and numeracy and to reduce the impacts of poverty. A school development plan is intended as a working document, which can be viewed and reviewed throughout its implementation and is available to stakeholders throughout its implementation. 
School development should be based on research and data. The first step in creating a school development plan is to establish which parts of the school need to be developed. In order to do this, many schools will look at attainment data to decide what their priorities should be. Schildkamp (2019) argues that school improvement can sometimes be too data driven, leading to schools losing sight of other factors influencing school development. This argument is strengthened by Murray (2013), who states that school development should be data informed as opposed to data driven and should be blended with more human factors such as the opinions of stakeholders. Neither of these authors were specifically writing about school development in the Welsh curriculum however their findings are applicable to school X. When creating their current school development plan, the school used a combination of data informed conclusions and anecdotal evidence from the stakeholders. 
The development plans are used to inform stakeholders of the distribution of funding within the school, and to establish the school’s priorities over a set period of time. Macgilchrist and Mortimore (1997) found that school development plans with a clear set of aims were more likely to effectively achieve these aims than schools who did not. They also found that some of the priorities identified in school development plans could not be effectively measured in practice and recommended that schools should set targets that could be measured to determine the effectiveness of the strategies provided.
The ’Thrive’ Approach
Thrive is a specific approach to well-being which aims to help children understand their own emotional and social needs and development. It includes involving children directly in their own development, allowing them to understand their feelings and develop strategies to help them throughout their lives. The thrive approach has a basis in attachment theory, using observed behaviour to build understanding of unobservable social and emotional needs. Attachment theory has been observed in practice both in animals and humans. Bowlby (1969) found that there were four stages to attachment which worlds define a person’s ability to interact with others throughout their life (MacLeod, 2017). In the thrive approach, attachment theory is used to create healthy relationships between children and adults. (Thrive, 2022)
Thrive uses assessments to identify children’s emotional development and uses these to provide action plans for a child’s individual needs. Currently, there is no published research as to the effectiveness of this approach and so there is limited speculation as to how well this approach supports pupils as individuals and as a cohort. Gibby- Leversuch, Field and Cooke (2019) analysed two unpublished studies relating to the thrive approach and found that Thrive had a less significant impact on pupil well-being than other approaches specifically designed to improve social and emotional development in children. Without any published evidence, it is difficult to conclude that the thrive approach is not effective however the specific data from these studies has not been published and as such these cannot be fully relied upon as effective evidence of the thrive approach.
The London Borough of Barking and Dagenham conducted an evaluation impact report on the effectiveness of the thrive approach (2017). This report found that in one primary school in the area, pupils who underwent the thrive approach had on average 20% more motivation for ideas and had a deep understanding on the needs for rules as a result of the thrive approach. In turn, this led to a reduction in exclusions. This case study shows that the thrive approach can be effective however this case study only had a sample size of seventy-five pupils in a social and economic area vastly different from that of school X. Therefore, this source may not be replicable to school X and also may not be representative of the thrive approach in other schools due to the small sample size.
Developing an action point
In this section, I will be discussing and critically reflecting on how school X develops an action point of their SDP. The action point I am going to be focusing on comes from the fourth priority of this schools SDP, concerning the development of provision for pupils with additional needs. In particular, this action point concerns implementing the thrive approach in the school. The information discussed in this section has been taken from informal discussions with stakeholders including teachers, the head teacher and pupils.
When developing the SDP, school X began by conducting a self-evaluation to decide the priorities of the SDP. The previous SDP for the school was analysed and the targets set by it were reviewed. The school found the action points from the last development plan had been effectively and that although the SDP had achieved its goals, some of these would need to be carried forward in parts in order to ensure continuous development. The school used data from their most recent Estyn inspection, as well as gathering feedback from members of staff and pupils. This feedback was provided in the form of student and staff satisfaction questionnaires. Estyn last inspected this school Five years before the development of this SDP. Therefore, the recommendations given to them in this report may no longer be relevant to the school, meaning they should no longer be included in the SDP. The self-evaluation also used feedback gathered from governors’ meetings and meetings of the parent teacher Association concerning the development within the school. While all teachers were involved in the creation of the SDP, a small task force was created in order to ensure the quality of the SDP development. The data gathered through the self-evaluation was then analysed by the task force in order to decide where the priorities of the SDP should lay. The action point I am discussing comes from the SDP priority to improve the experience of pupils with additional learning needs throughout the school. This priority was identified from the student and staff questionnaires, as well as concerns from parents of ALN pupils that they are not happy at the school. This priority in particular was created because the school has a specialist teaching facility on site. The staff of the STF wanted to improve pupil well-being in their facility. Other stakeholders, such as the pupil well-being officer for the school, outside agencies such as medical and therapeutic professionals involved in the pupils’ care and the awarding bodies of any grant funding are also involved in the creation of the SDP. 
The next step school X took in developing school development plan was strategic planning. From each of the priorities identified, a timeline must be created in order for the priorities to be fully improved upon by the end of the school development plan’s review period. Once this timeline has been established, action points can be developed in order to reach the expected outcome. In the case of the priority being discussed, it was decided that in order to improve the well-being of ALN pupils, a whole school approach must be adopted. From this discussion and research into the topic by the SDP task force, the task force proposed that the school offer full 10 day thrive training to two senior members of staff, with a one-day CPD course for all other members of staff, teaching and non-teaching. This will allow for the thrive philosophy to be consistent throughout the school not only within the teaching but within other periods of the school day such as at lunchtime.
In order to measure the impacts of the SDP, baseline assessments were conducted on all pupils at the school to establish their understanding of their health and well-being. Staff were also asked to write reports on how they currently promoted health and well-being in their settings. These measures were repeated termly, and the results compared against each other. The results were used to inform revisions to the SDP in order to accomplish the priorities and to uphold the principles of the new curriculum (Donaldson, 2015). 
Reflection and Evaluation
The thrive approach has been fully implemented at school X. All pupils receive age appropriate thrive training from their class teacher. The aim of this training is to allow pupils to understand how their feelings are connected and what they can do to take control of their mental health and well-being. (School X, 2022) in order to specifically target ALN pupils, the school has implemented a nurture club, designed to act as a well-being intervention for the most in need pupils. The measures that have been implemented have been continually assessed and evaluated, and the school overall has embraced the approach with enthusiasm, leading to its implementation being more effective. An informal conversation with the school’s dedicated well-being officer has led to the conclusion that the implementation has been highly successful, with many pupils commenting that they feel more in control of their emotions due to the training they have received.
Pupils and parents are now more confident in the school’s ability to deal with well-being and bullying -related issues. Parents have commented on how they are now more likely to recommend the school to another parent as a good school for health and well-being. This shows that the school development plan it is achieving its aim of increasing stakeholders’ confidence and helping pupils take control of their own mental health. By implementing these changes, the school is also helping to develop their learners as healthy confident individuals, one of the four purposes of the curriculum.
There have been some challenges to the implementation of this SDP. This SDP was finalised at the end of 2019 and as such was not produced with the pandemic in mind. The effects of Covid-19 on the health and well-being of staff and pupils has led to the thrive approach being needed more than the school thought it would be. The school was closed for a significant period of time and as such many pupils had significant anxiety about returning to the classroom. This setback meant that people’s health and well-being did not develop as quickly as the SDP timeline assumed, and the SDP had to be modified to reflect the current events. 
A recommendation I would make would be to involve the wider community in the implementation of the thrive approach. Involving the parents in this journey would allow them to work on the thrive approach with their child at home which in turn would lead to an increase in confidence in the approach and celebration of the desired results for the SDP. This could be done through an after-school program, or online through interactive videos and meetings. Another way this could be implemented is to host a community day in which parents are invited to the school to work with their child on thrive activities. Providing a variety of different ways to get involved would appeal to a broader range of parents and help to increase community involvement in the school.
Conclusions
Within this assignment I have discussed and critically reflected on how a school develops one aspect of its school development plan. I have reflected on literature surrounding the topic as well as how one school specifically implements its development plan. From this, I have learnt about the process behind it school development plan, how schools decide what to develop and how they measure their success in implementing the changes. I have also learned how important is it is to involve stakeholders in developing changes to, particularly gaining the insights and opinions of the pupils themselves as well as their parents. The pupils are the most important beneficiaries from school development plan and therefore should be as involved as possible in its creation and implementation. Similarly, involving parents in the school development plan strengthens the bond between the parents and the school and can help parents to understand the decisions of a school in relation to their child. In this way, the school development plan passively helps improve parents’ confidence in the school, allowing them an insight into how the school works.
In terms of my future practice, I hope to be able to implement some of the aspects of this school development plan in my classroom and further career. Specifically, I will endeavour to involve the pupils many decisions as possible regarding their learning and environment. I will also be sure to remember that school policies such as school development plans should be an adaptive, changing document, and I should not be afraid to change things if in practice they are not working as well as was first thought. 
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