Component 2: How a school develops one aspect of its SDP

Introduction
Inequalities plague educational systems in UK from nursery through graduation. It can be argued that the circumstances we are born into, whether it be our race, where we were born, to our religious backgrounds and parents’ education, shape our opportunities in life. From an early age, we are like sponges, soaking stimuli all around us, from the way we are teached to who we are surrounded with to where we live, these all play a vital part in the circle of life. Can we break the cycle?

The focus of the assignment is to analyse how a school develops and implements one aspect of its school development plan specifically related to attendance and it’s connection to student achievement. The assignment will explore the actions taken by the school to improve attendance critically reflect on their impact and evaluate the evidence for these actions by examining the relationship between attendance and academic achievement, the assignment aims to highlight the importance of attendance as a crucial factor in student success.  The school development plan (SDP) created is based on an English medium school with 1262 mixed gender pupils on roll, 11-19  in the City and County of Swansea.  School X is a very diverse secondary school, with a higher than average eligible free school meal (eFSM), higher than average additional learning needs (ALN) pupils. Please note that information collected are anonymised and aligned with BERA guidelines (2018).

In this assignment, literature review giving a brief outline of SDP, then we delve into the fascinating journey of how the school development plan lays down the actions taken to improve attendance, critically reflect on their impact, and evaluate the evidence base for these actions.  By examining the relationships between attendance and academic achievement (taking into account factors that could influence students learning behaviour and achievements) will further inform strategies/approaches or resources in achieving its goals in the SDP.  


 
LITERATURE REVIEW
Every child that comes through the gates has the best possible opportunities to achieve their potential.’ The mission statement made by School X resonates with Educational Excellence Everywhere, Department for Education, (2016 a) that states their aim of helping children from all backgrounds, no matter their
ability or needs, wherever they live, to unlock their potential in education as they all serve a world-class education to allow them to succeed in adult life in modern Britain. But how is this achievable in an ever changing society in which education is affected by: different political ideologies in promoting social justice through education; policies that dictate school choice, high-stakes testing and school accountability; and policymakers from both the Left (Gordon Brown, 2010) and Right (David Cameron, 2017) their views in reducing social equality and deciding what is taught, where it is taught, to whom and by whom.  Each and every school have their own mission statements, but they all share the same national mission, that is achieve high quality learning standards by taking action on educational attainment and supporting every learners’ needs and abilities. The main reason and need for school improvements are to give students the best learning environments and resources that they may not have, which can contribute immensely towards student achievements no matter the background. School improvement plan is the central document in which School Leaders map out their strategic plans for the development of their school. It sets out the actions and resources needed to achieve priority objective with its development based on evidence. From Figure 1, the school undergoes a robust self-evaluation based on past performance, strengths and areas for improvement, scrutinising both summative and internal assessment data of how students have been doing this year compared to last year.  SLT draws up a SDP which is within the guidelines of the framework for evaluating improvement and being accountable for underperformance as well as any recommendations made from Estyn inspection. Sustainable School improvement is a gradual process which needs to be supported by short-term and long term goals with a clear target in mind. Planning thus needs to be supported with qualitative and quantitative data including honest self-evaluation.School leaders should take an evidence informed approach to school improvement. There remains a knowing doing gap when knowledge of best bet evidence is not always translating into change practice within classrooms. This can be seen as a ongoing cycle where a school will reflect from its performance, identify areas for improvement and thus devise strategies and tools to tackle places of underperformance.


The Covid-19 pandemic has made a devastating impact on students learning experience and with the achievement gap widening between the rich and the poor, as has been shown in the Pisa test results. The pandemic disrupted attendance habits, and it is challenging supporting children to be in school. There’s a relationship between absence from school and achievement, which suggests that any days missed directly affect students learning progress and academic achievements. Research has shown that academic achievements are directly proportional to attendance, as a drop in achievements result in a drop in attendance.  From a parent or pupil’s perspective they may have a choice whether to attend school and consider: what do schools have to offer;  what is there to benefit; what is the engagement level between students and teachers plus resources accessible. Teaching quality is and important factor when it comes to student successes, such as how to keep students included and engaged throughout the lesson. To further maximise this, there needs to be responsibilities shared among teachers, parents and students. It is critical to note that there are other factors contributing to student learning and academic success, factors such as:  lack of school funding in certain departments, the uneven distribution of experienced and qualified teachers and the inconsistent support of the articulated curriculum can negatively impact students especially vulnerable ones to continue falling further. So schools have the challenging task of improving school attendance and attendance strategies which include: research from Thinks Insight and Strategy (Thinks) proposes influencing pupils, parent and carer behaviours and that  schools should be consistent and have open communication, treating each case of absence individually and conversation should be tailored to each case which may add extra time but rewarding; implementing positive reinforcement, for example, School X rewarding the highest attendance form class to a free breakfast; focussing on reducing the number of unauthorised absences. With the goal of creating an education system that promotes equity, inclusivity, and social justice.









DEVELOPING AN ACTION POINT 
School X’s development plan has been created with improvements, accountability and evaluation taken into consideration. In arriving at the improvement priorities, School X took account of their Estyn inspection recommendations, 2023, views of the school community, last year’s School Improvement Plan, self evaluation process (Review and DevelopmentPolicy), Welsh Government national priorities, the new Estyn Inspection Framework, previous inspection findings, the context, post pandemic, progress in meeting the SDP, 2022-2023 and the professional teaching and leadership standards.  The School’s  Leadership Team (SLT) draws up targets/priorities each term where they are discussed in meetings and  receives feedback before the final draft is shared with colleagues, see Figure 1.  This is reflected in a continuous cycle in which a school will reflect upon its performance, identify priorities for improvement, develop strategies to address them, take action, and review progress and impact. 














The school’s vision: ‘creating a culture, where aspiration, collaboration, respect, challenge, and innovation leads to a love of learning’(School X’s SDP 2022-2025), will set the basis of the SDP.  The school  goes through a form of robust self- evaluation process (using qualitative and quantitative data) and effective school development planning processes in place for sustainable school improvement such as setting challenging targets to move forward where staff members can reflect on their practice and tackle areas to stimulate improvement between pupils and professional learning. Further professional development provided on the ‘graduated response’ as part of the promoting positive behaviour policy; reviewing the use of the Reflection room and Internal exclusion to ensure that the process is effective and fits for the purpose. The review to include evaluation of staffing, capacity and location with recommendations made and actioned within a month.


 

These three priorities are subdivided into seven SDP projects, within which, one of the school’s SDP project is to further support positive attitudes to learning.  This is then broken down further into 8 targets with a deadline.  One of the targets: improve pupil attendance – persistent absenteeism,  the objective is to support pupil to attend school and become engaged, resilient and capable learners who are ready to learn. 

School X holds fortnightly House meetings (there is a SLT for each House Team) after school; the agenda of supporting and improving school attendance is strategically planned , the teacher would then be encouraged to discuss overall attendance with pupils at this time and monitor the persistent absentee identified closely; the form tutor addresses the issue and logs onto Bluewave Swift software and noted in planner; Classcharts package are refined to support the  tracking and monitoring of behaviour issues so that strategies to support pupils to be Ready, Respectful, and Safe (School X’s ethos) are in place in a timely manner.  If issues continue, they contact the pupil’s home either by email or form tutors, then are asked to record on Google sheet and the date of contact.  The school’s target attendance is 95%, so if any persistent  unauthorised absence is closely monitored. These results show a child’s continuous attendance is established greatly in the first year of secondary school (Kirsten J et al, 2013).  The school’s Family Liaison Officer, in charge of the quantitative data handling is passed on from the form tutor.  This is the critical stage for effective communication between educators and parents to support the pupils social emotional development, which would resulting overall well-being (Sheldon and Einstein 2005). If the absence rate falls below 95%, the attendance officer will send off a letter demanding an explanation or proof  for the unauthorised absence with a two week period to respond. As School X is a very diverse and pupils are from very different backgrounds, one needs to be mindful of barriers to communication especially to EAL parents or the fact that not all parents have IT access.  The absentees’ attendance data is analysed to identify trends, patterns, and areas of concern.  The parent concerned would be contacted to check-in the pupil’s well being.  School attendance is continuously closely monitored and acted swiftly in line with attendance strategy to address issues . If, however, there is no improvement, a second letter is sent off and again after the two week period, the Education Welfare Officer (EWO) intervenes to support and improve persistent absenteeism. Research by Fantuzzo et al. (2004) suggest that early identification and intervention for EFS and pupils through consistent and open communication can lead to better long-term outcomes, reducing the risk of academic and behaviour difficulties, in other words, there should be implementations towards keeping students attendances high, and that encouragement of parental and awareness is of paramount importance.  At the end of the cycle, schools review the outcomes, reflect on what worked well, and what didn’t, and identify areas for improvement in the next planning cycle, hence by following the structural planning cycle schools can then effectively address, attendance issues, track, progress and continuously improve their strategies to enhance student attendance and engagement.(809)




REFLECTION AND EVALUATION
Consistent and open communication can play an important role in starting to influence behaviours to further improve attendance and attitude to learning within the well-being standards. As part of the School’s CPD, staff has been given  training (beginning of term) in good behaviour management with updated good behaviour management strategies, prior to attending school, behaviour expectations were shared with all pupils via video message, this is also repeated weekly on a three week cycle of be ready be respectful be safe. Behaviour is regularly reviewed by House Teams to support improved analysis by using Class Charts to support the recording and tracking of behaviour incident. This is proving to be effective in helping adopt a proactive approach and inform parents in a timely manner of issues surrounding behaviour.  During Inset Day, training was given to staff in the use of Class Charts which was rolled out this year.  The school uses a reward and a demerit system and certificates for good behaviour are distributed every half term with rewards. The rewards strategy has now been linked to attendance to further support the school’s measures. The reward of sending an actual postcard (Skinner, 1948) for exceptional behaviour/excellent work and the feedback proves to be positive. The school’s ethos of Be Ready, Respectful, Be Safe and promotion of rewards are firmly embedded.  The Promoting Positive Behaviour Working group was re-established to identify system. For internal exclusion to support the policy of a graduated response as per Promoting Positive Behaviour Policy.  School X is continually monitoring attendance levels with the liaison officer and EWO attended homes regularly and the ‘Prom Attendance requirement of 90% or above was initiated with Year 11.  The LA improving attendance flow chart is being followed ETA referrals and penalty notices were actioned along with early referrals videos regarding attendance and punctuality, were and sent home to parents regularly.  

From the outside, School X has many strategies in place and from the SDP data, 2021-2022 attendance was 82.2%, and in the following year, attendance has improved to 86.3%. This has shown that the strategies implemented seem to be working with an almost 5% improvement, Fig.2.  It is critical to note that the reason for absences and poor achievements are reflected in learnt behaviour, therefore ACE students should have different resources and responsibilities shared among the student, the parent, the school and a range of government agencies. However, the impact on learners outcome is not a result of the planning itself, but rather a measure of its effectiveness. Schools should foster a positive school climate, creating an inclusive learning environment and promotes a sense of belonging; encourage positive interactions among students and staff, address any issues of bullying or exclusion properly implement programs that promote tolerance, respect and empathy, such as peer, mentoring or character education initiatives; connect learning to real life applications making learning relevant and meaningful by connecting it to real life situations and experiences to help students realise the practical value and application of what they’re learning in school; incorporate hands-on activities field trip invite guest speakers and more  engage in  community engagement to enhance learning.(528)

 
CONCLUSION
The SDP is a live document and is a strategic plan for improvement which should be regularly refreshed, informed by self evaluation. It contains school improvement priorities, short and long-term targets to reach the school’s learning goals taking into consideration its latest performance data. The school’s ultimate goal is raising standards and improving learning outcomes for all by tackling the impact of poverty on educational attainment and supporting every learner.  Politics, national policies, communities and families can influence pupils’ learning beyond the classroom.  Attendance matters for achievement and every day counts, parental engagement and staff and pupils’ well-being are at the forefront of education.  If a SDP is well executed, it has the power to transform the entire educational experience for students, teachers and the entire school community. However, while we have an increasingly strong evidence based to draw onto determine what is best for improving standards and schools that exists but not consistently translating into classroom practice may not have the desirable effect.


I have learnt that it is fundamentally important to develop positive relationships with learners, parents/carers, colleagues and the wider community.   It made me understand learning can happen outside a classroom; by understanding and appreciating diversity in Wales helped me to understand the need to create an inclusive learning environment; removing barriers to learning;  to respect and celebrate students’ background, which in turn, will create a more equitable and just Wales and the world, maximising potential for all learners. Overall, this assignment has offered insights into the key concept strategies and approaches that can contribute to effective school improvement. School improvement should be seen as a continuous journey, not a destination to be reached.
(227)

Table 1

	Key Priority
	

	
1

	Further improving pupil outcomes (Well-being, equity and inclusion)

	
2
	Provision that inspires and enthuses (Curriculum, learning and teaching)


	
3
	
Highly effective vision and leadership
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Figure 1: School development planning cycle
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Analysis

Impact of strategies attendance in 21/22 was 82.2% and in 22/23 was 86.3%
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