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This report's objective is to delve into school improvement strategies and scrutinize how a specific school enhances a component of its school development plan (SDP).  School A is a primary school located within South Wales, there are 416 pupils on roll, aged from 3 to 11, including 52 nursery children who attend full-time. Per the Estyn report (2019), The rolling average for the past three years prior to the latest inspection meant that about 5% of pupils are eligible for free school meals, well below the national average of 18%.  The school identifies around 6% of pupils as having ALN. This is much lower than the national average of 21%.  In this report, I will be critically examining how School A has strategically chosen to prioritize the development of a whole school approach to pupil and staff well-being post-Covid.  Through my evaluation, I aim to reflect on the specific strategies, policies, and practices implemented by School A to create a positive and supportive environment for both pupils and staff, gaining insights into the effectiveness of the strategies implemented in enhancing overall well-being amongst pupils and staff.


Literature Review


The Welsh Government has shown dedication to building an education system that consistently enhances and delivers inclusive, high-quality education for all individuals in Wales (OECD, 2018). The reconceptualization of schools as dynamic learning organizations has encouraged a culture of continuous learning to achieve the goals outlined in the Curriculum for Wales (OECD, 2018).  Wales's approach to school improvement planning has tasked schools with crafting an action plan, delineating strategic pathways for improvement, identifying key targets and priorities, along with strategies for achieving these targets (Welsh Government, 2022). Anchoring this process is a cycle of continuous, evidence-based self-evaluation that draws upon both qualitative and quantitative data enabling a comprehensive assessment of school performance (Welsh Government, 2014).  Critically, emphasis on continuous improvement could lead to increased workload and pressure on educators, detracting from their ability to focus on teaching and pupil support effectively. Through consistent self-evaluation, schools are empowered to discern areas of proficiency and areas warranting development, thus informing the school of short and long-term improvement objectives. Subsequently, informed action can be undertaken to elevate the quality of teaching and learning, propelling the institution towards becoming a proficient learning organization (Welsh Government, 2022).  Although this would ultimately be beneficial for schools, the feasibility of these self-evaluation processes within every school, particularly smaller institutions with limited resources could be called to question. Engaging all essential stakeholders while also prioritizing students voice, as advocated by Goldstone (2022), constitutes effective self-evaluation.  This approach should be inclusive and collaborative, with the objective being delivering outstanding learning experiences and outcomes for the school. It contrasts with mere preparation for external inspection, as noted by Macbeath (1999).   The reliance on self-evaluation and collaboration with stakeholders may raise concerns about the objectivity and impartiality of the assessment process, particularly if schools are incentivized to present themselves in a favorable light. Nevertheless, for improvement planning to be truly meaningful, it is imperative the school possesses a comprehensive understanding of what defines success and the objectives it should aim to accomplish within the context of the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). Furthermore, self-evaluation offers an opportunity for schools to exchange best practices through collaboration with other schools (Welsh Government, 2014).  Being open to critical perspectives through collaboration is important because they can provide impartial feedback and examples of good practice observed elsewhere in the school system (Swaffield and MacBeath, 2005). By identifying both strengths and areas needing improvement, this process empowers each school to establish short and long-term targets and priorities. Subsequently, appropriate actions can be implemented to enhance the quality of teaching and learning, thus facilitating progress towards becoming a more effective learning organization (Welsh Government, 2022).


Staff and Pupil well-being in the Covid-Era

Following the devolution of education policy among the UK nations, developments in Wales have emphasized the importance of supporting health and well-being within schools. This shift is reinforced by the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Welsh Government, 2015), which mandates that all public bodies prioritize health considerations in their operations. The Donaldson Review (Donaldson, 2015) has further spurred curriculum reforms, integrating health and well-being as one of the six key areas of learning and experience. This includes support for pupils' well-being, which will now be closely monitored as a key performance indicator for schools moving forward. By introducing self-inquiry and self-management of mental health from an early age, positive education normalizes these practices and equips youth with invaluable skills in self-awareness and emotional intelligence, yielding long-term benefits as they transition into adulthood (Waters, 2014).

Whilst pupil well-being has been pushed to the forefront of education, it is also important to highlight the importance of teacher well-being. Emotionally and mentally healthy teachers play a crucial role in cultivating strong teacher-learner relationships, which are essential not only for academic achievement but also for nurturing the overall well-being of pupils. This nurturing environment fosters cooperation, commitment, resilience, and confidence in young learners (Welsh Government, 2021). Emotional wellbeing encompasses the capacity to effectively cope with life's challenges and meet the demands of everyday life (Galderisi et al., 2015).  Positive mental health mitigates symptoms of depression, stress, and anxiety whilst bolstering coping mechanisms, resilience, self-esteem, and overall performance (Fredrickson, 2001). Engaged employees who are deeply committed and immersed in their work demonstrate the ability to effectively manage job demands and navigate workplace challenges (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).

Although the observations made by Kahneman, Diener, & Schwarz (1999) predate the COVID-19 pandemic, they remain relevant, highlighting the negative impact of low job control or autonomy on staff mental wellbeing, strongly correlating with depression. The pandemic significantly challenged both pupils and staff in maintaining emotional wellbeing through productivity and coping with everyday demands. Research emerging during the pandemic revealed the severe toll it took on teachers, with studies investigating the pandemic's impact indicating significantly elevated rates of anxiety, depression, and stress among teachers compared to pre-COVID-19 levels (de Oliveira Silva et al., 2021). Overall, evidence suggests that COVID-19 had a detrimental effect on the wellbeing and job satisfaction of teachers worldwide (UNESCO, 2020), this was evidenced by the doubling of the turnover rate for teachers during the pandemic (Pressley, 2021). While it's important to acknowledge that time spent at home with caregivers may have benefited some pupils by strengthening cohesion in families or communities (Fegert et al., 2020), the long-term effects are concerning. Research by Orgilés (2020), revealed that parents observed emotional and behavioral changes in their children during the quarantine, including difficulty concentrating, irritability, restlessness, nervousness, loneliness, uneasiness, and worries. It is data such as this that has led to the concern for the wellbeing of both pupils and staff as they made their return to the classroom and posed the need for an action plan to cultivate a school ethos that will ultimately improve the holistic wellbeing of both.  


Action Plan

At the end of 2022/23, School A began a self-evaluation process to identify a baseline of ‘where the school was at’ (SDP, 2023) after emerging from Covid.  To begin this process, School A enlisted the help of Perform and Grow, a company that focusses on building organizations and enabling them to ‘grow through change’. This company partnered with School A to help improve its performance through enhanced people practice. This was done through an evaluation of the purposes that were proposed in the development plan (Pupil and staff wellbeing) and from this, provided new approaches to people management.  What emerged from this was an understanding of a need to bring a whole-school approach to the school following the change of whole-school communication, as the system had changed at the hands of Covid.  For staff, Cefai & Cavioni (2014) have highlighted the advantages of adopting a whole-school approach, emphasizing its capacity to create a sense of belonging, cultivate meaningful staff relationships, and promote a positive school culture. They argue that such an approach provides opportunities for staff engagement and supports their well-being. These assertions are corroborated by Biglan et al. (2015), who underscore the importance of supportive and empathetic relationships among stakeholders in facilitating effective communication processes and nurturing high-quality interpersonal connections.  Moreover, the positive impact of staff well-being on pupils' education and mental well-being is emphasized by Public Health England (2014). They assert that staff well-being plays a pivotal role in promoting the health and well-being of learners within schools, promoting cooperation, commitment, learning, and engagement among students. School A demonstrated their use of strategic planning in implementing this whole school approach by using the Whole School Approach to Emotional and Mental Well-being Self-Evaluation Tool (WSAEMWB) (NHS, 2022).  The objectives of the self-evaluation tool were to offer a comprehensive overview and initiate the development of a whole-school approach to emotional and mental well-being. This process was intended to serve as an initial step, providing a foundation for ongoing inquiry and review. It was designed to be revisited regularly as part of a continuous cycle of assessment and improvement.  The WSAEMWB used a scoring system (figure 1) that asks schools to select one of three colored indicators to identify the school’s progress, fitting with the correlating descriptor.  Whilst this is a framework endorsed by the NHS, School A should critically evaluate the evaluation framework's adequacy in capturing the multifaceted nature of mental health and its sensitivity to individual differences.  As part of the tool's utilization, emphasis was placed on evaluation being completed as part of a shared process.  By emphasizing the value of individuals, School A engaged all stakeholders in their assessment process, encompassing the Senior Leadership Team, Health and Well-being leads, teachers, support staff, parents, and learners. The perspectives and input from these groups were synthesized to formulate a comprehensive evaluation, aiming to achieve consensus on the overall assessment.  Although this is the case, it is important to highlight that by involving all stakeholders in evaluation, it introduces the potential for subjectivity and bias in the assessment. Different stakeholders may have divergent perspectives on what constitutes effective mental health support, leading to discrepancies in scoring and prioritization. It would be essential to critically examine how diverse viewpoints are considered and weighed in the decision-making process to ensure a balanced assessment.  To ensure this was not the case, however, School A required that evidence was documented to support their assessment, ensuring transparency and accountability in the evaluation process. It was from this evidence-based approach that enabled informed decision-making and prioritization of action areas.  Examples of the actions taken from the evidence provided in the context of Pupil wellbeing included a new restorative approach to pupil disagreements, and weekly ‘check in and check outs’ (SDP, 2023), an attempt to monitor the wellbeing of all pupils and promote an improvement of teacher-learner relationships that may have previously been hampered by COVID. For staff, a timetable was introduced that included an opportunity of wellbeing catch up/timetotalk meetings, to provide them with opportunities to have regular communication channels established, facilitating open dialogue between staff and leadership that may have been previously lost.  In terms of measuring the impacts of School A’s change of direction to pupil and staff wellbeing, School A introduced both termly pupil and staff surveys that were then used as evidence and data was collected to demonstrate how it supports staff and pupils in maintaining and improving their well-being.  The questions posed by the surveys included questions that aligned with the goals and objectives outlined in the framework, allowing school A to also quantitatively measure its progress. By comparing survey responses against baseline data collected before implementing action plans, School A was able to assess the extent of improvement achieved, enabling them to identify trends in staff and pupil responses. Positive trends, such as increased satisfaction and perceived improvements in specific areas, suggested that action plans were having a positive impact.

	
  
	Excelling
 
Our school can identify a range of supporting evidence and examples of policies, practice and initiatives that put Emotional and Mental Wellbeing at the heart of our school’s ethos and culture, this is acknowledged by all stakeholders. These policies and practices are consistently embedded across the school.  

	 
   
	Embedding
 
Our school is responding to emerging themes relating to the Emotional and Mental Wellbeing Framework and have some strategies/interventions in place, but areas of development and input from all stakeholders are still required and/or are not consistent across the school or fully embedded.

	 
   
   
	Emerging
 
Our school is beginning to identify emerging themes relating to the Emotional and Mental Wellbeing Framework and there is some evidence to support this, however there is a consensus that further development is required.



Figure 1: Scoring System (WSAEMWB, 2021)






Reflection and Evaluation

As part of improving wellbeing amongst stakeholders, School A implemented a whole-school approach, enhancing communication channels within the school community and implemented various strategies such as Class Dojo, weekly newsletters, and Google Classroom.  Following this, there was improvement in ensuring lines of communication between stakeholders were more direct and accessible.  As a suggestion for improvement, whilst training was provided for staff on the INSET day to use these platforms efficiently, one would offer the opportunity for School A to invite parents to school, showing them how to use these platforms effectively, increasing their digital competency and as a result benefiting their child’s learning.  This is because limited computer literacy creates an element of digital divide (Lewin & Luckin, 2010), meaning that a gap has been created between those who are able to access digital information and those who cannot, which could lead to negative effects to a child’s education due to a lack of collaboration amongst parent and school.  School A also introduced well-being catch-up meetings for staff, providing opportunities for communication and support.  School A’s Health and Wellbeing team introduced a once-a-term meeting; involving all staff members.  Offering a practical suggestion surrounding these meetings, School A should in future ensure that meetings are conducted in a supportive and non-judgmental environment where staff feel comfortable sharing their concerns.  An allowance for staff to be able to request a meeting outside the schedule may bring benefits to their well-being. Mind (2016) supports this idea of regular one-to-ones are said to boost employee engagement and build mutual trust.  Alongside the termly meeting of staff, School A introduced staff and pupil surveys to measure the impact of wellbeing strategies.  Following the results of the pupil's surveys, results showed a demand for greater recognition for ‘pupils voice’ in the school.  Pupils requested for a system to be introduced for pupils who were feeling unhappy due to a lack of friendship, resulting in the creation of ‘Yard Buddy’s’.  Pupils were paired together, ensuring that everyone had a friend at playtime.  Having designated peers, can foster a sense of belonging and connectedness among pupils, particularly those who may feel isolated or marginalized (Cook et al., 2000), peer support programs like Yard Buddy’s can provide comfort, encouragement, and friendship to pupils during challenging times (Hemphill et al., 2010).  Following its introduction, a conversation with the headteacher of School A (December 2023) revealed that the following months surveys submitted by pupils revealed an increase in emotional wellbeing amongst them.  Although this is the case, a suggestion of improvement for this strategy, would be arranged informal discussions with participants, encouraging reflection on their experience for assurance that the result of the Yard Buddy program caused this wellbeing increase.  This also gives opportunities for all individuals to be heard, ensuring that no pupils feel negatively affected by the strategy's introduction.

Conclusion

From the evidence and impact reviewed during this evaluation, one could say that the school development plan (SDP) served as a vital framework for guided initiatives aimed at enhancing both staff and pupil well-being. Through the self-evaluation process, School A identified baseline conditions following the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic, paving the way for targeted interventions to address emerging needs. Collaborating with external partners such as Perform and Grow enabled the identification of strategic areas for improvement.  Whilst the adoption of a whole-school approach and the utilization of evaluation tools like the WSAEMWB represented positive steps, scrutiny is necessary to ensure their effectiveness and inclusivity.   One would suggest that reliance on external partners for support should be balanced with internal expertise to maintain ownership and sustainability of well-being initiatives. Additionally, the evaluation framework must be regularly reviewed and refined to capture the nuanced nature of mental health and accommodate diverse perspectives.  Moreover, while the introduction of Yard Buddy’s and well-being catch-up sessions demonstrated School A's commitment to cultivating a supportive environment, there is a need for ongoing evaluation and adaptation. The continuous improvement of these strategies would see a structure that facilitated private, open dialogue to address the evolving needs of staff members and pupils.  The measurement of the impact of action plans through staff and pupil surveys represented a valuable strategy for assessing progress and identifying areas for improvement. However, more emphasis on qualitative evidence would help gain a full understanding of intervention effectiveness as suggested by the improvement of Yard Buddy's.  In conclusion, while School A's initiatives have demonstrated a proactive approach to addressing staff and pupil well-being, ongoing critical reflection and refinement are essential to sustain momentum and achieve meaningful outcomes. By embracing a culture of continuous improvement and collaboration, School A can create a supportive and inclusive environment where all members can thrive and flourish.



















References


Cook, C. R., Williams, K. R., Guerra, N. G., Kim, T. E., & Sadek, S. (2010). Predictors of bullying and victimization in childhood and adolescence: A meta-analytic investigation. School Psychology Quarterly.
de Oliveira Silva DF, Cobucci RN, Lima SC, de Andrade FB. Prevalence of anxiety, depression, and stress among teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic: Systematic review. medRxiv. 2021.
Donaldson, G. (2015). Successful futures: Independent review of curriculum and assessment arrangements in Wales. Wales: Welsh Government.
Fegert JM, Vitiello B, Plener PL, Clemens V. Challenges and burden of the Coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic for child and adolescent mental health: a narrative review to highlight clinical and research needs in the acute phase and the long return to normality. Child Adolesc Psychiatry Ment Health 2020.
Fredrickson BL. The role of positive emotions in positive psychology. The broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions. Am Psychol. 2001 Mar;56(3):218-26. doi: 10.1037//0003-066x.56.3.218. PMID: 11315248; PMCID: PMC3122271.
Galderisi S, Heinz A, Kastrup M, Beezhold J, Sartorius N. Toward a new definition of mental health. World Psychiatry. 2015 Jun;14(2):231-3. doi: 10.1002/wps.20231. PMID: 26043341; PMCID: PMC4471980.
Graham-Clay, S. (2005). Communicating with parents: Strategies for teachers. School Community Journal, 15(1), 117–129. http://goo.gl/Sb1je. Accessed 23/02/2023.
Hemphill, S. A., Tollit, M., & Herrenkohl, T. I. (2010). Protective factors against the impact of school bullying perpetration and victimization on young adult externalizing and internalizing problems. Journal of School Violence.
Huppert, F.A., Baylis, N., & Keverne, B. (2004). Introduction: Why do we need a science of well-being? Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London, B 359, 1331-1332. doi:10.1098/rstb.2004.1519. Accessed: February 16, 2023.
Lewin, Cathy & Luckin, Rosemary. (2010). Technology to support parental engagement in elementary education: Lessons learned from the UK. Computers & Education. 54. 749-758. 10.1016/j.compedu.2009.08.010.
MacBeath, J. (1999). Schools must speak for themselves: The case for school self-evaluation. Routledge.
NHS (2022), Whole School Approach to Emotional and Mental Well-being Self-Evaluation Tool. Available at: https://phw.nhs.wales/topics/promoting-individual-and-community-wellbeing/whole-school-approach-to-emotional-and-mental-wellbeing/. Accessed 19/02/2024.
OECD (2018), Developing Schools as Learning Organisations in Wales, Implementing Education Policies, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264307193-en.
Orgilés, M., Morales, A., Delvecchio, E., Mazzeschi, C., and Espada, J. (2020). Immediate psychological effects of the COVID-19 quarantine in youth from Italy and Spain. PsyArXiv 2020, 1–13. doi: 10.1017/s0033291720001841.
Pressley T. Factors Contributing to Teacher Burnout During COVID-19. Educational Researcher. 2021;16.
Saloviita T, Pakarinen E. Teacher burnout explained: Teacher-, pupil-, and organisation-level variables. Teach Teach Educ. 2021;97:103221. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2020.103221.
Schaufeli, W.B. and Bakker, A.B. (2004), Job demands, job resources, and their relationship with burnout and engagement: a multi-sample study. J. Organiz. Behav., 25: 293-315. https://doi.org/10.1002/job.248.
UNESCO. COVID-19 Educational Disruption and Response. 2020. Retrieved from https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse Accessed 19/02/23.
Welsh Government. (2015). Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act.  Available at: http://www.legislation.gov.uk/anaw/2015/2/contents/enacted. Accessed 20/02/2024
Welsh Government (2021), embedding a whole-school approach to emotional and mental well-being, Welsh Government. Available at: https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2021-03/framework-on-embedding-a-whole-school-approach-to-emotional-and-mental-well-being.pdf Accessed 20/02/2024



Gallwch ychwanegu’ch targedau o’ch aseiniad diwethaf (Ond yn berthnasol os yr ydych wedi cwblhau aseiniad) / Please add your targets from the previous assignment (Only relevant if you have completed an assignment)
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	Yr hyn yr wyf wedi'i wneud yn yr aseiniad hwn
What I have done in this assignment...
 

	Targed/Target 1
	 Assertions are supported by evidence
	 Provided evidence to support claims

	Targed/Target 2
	 Referencing errors
	 More time has been spent on making sure references are done correctly
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