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Component 2: How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base.

Word Count: 2,749. 

Targets from the previous assignment: 
- Address sentence structure to ensure that it is always concise. 
- Continue to develop a strong critical voice to put forward persuasive arguments and sophisticated judgements. 
- Include targets from previous assignment in the main body of assignments.

	





































Introduction
As emphasised by the OECD (2018), the Government in Wales is committed to improving education for all learners. These efforts are reflected in the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020), where progression is recognised as being imperative to educational reform. This notion of progression includes how development planning is approached by schools, with school development plans (SDP’s) being a key component to supporting progression (Welsh Government, 2022).

In relation to this assignment, a priority from school X’s SDP will be developed; the school’s name has been anonymised to ensure that it adheres to the guidelines enforced by the British Education Research Association (BERA, 2018). To make reference to the context of school X, it is a mixed, bilingual school that caters for pupils aged 11-18. According to data acquired in September 2023, 1,333 pupils are registered at the school, including 240 pupils in the Sixth Form and 93 pupils in the additional learning needs (ALN) facility. Of the 1,333 pupils, 24% of the pupils are eligible for free school meals, 10.2% are identified as English as an additional language, and 30% of pupils are identified as having ALN (Assistant Head of school X, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Hlk159445611]	The SDP for school X highlights 6 areas of priority, all with specific subdivisions and targets. This assignment will focus on the second priority outlined in school X’s SDP – to strengthen the whole school attendance procedure with a focus on persistent absentees, particularly those eligible for free school meals (FSM). 

Literature review  
The Welsh Government are motivated to improve the education system in Wales as a result of aspects such as the 2009 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA, 2010) results, the work of Donaldson (2015), and the effort to foster schools as learning organisations (OECD, 2018). Their efforts are presented in the National Missions (Welsh Government, 2023a), and the design, and gradual implementation, of the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020). Hopkins et al (2014) claimed that even though systematic change is important, more emphasis is required on the capacity schools have to develop as independent organisations. 

A SDP supports progression in schools, acting as a vehicle for change; the document outlines the strategic plans put in place by a school to foster improvements, with the aim to provide all pupils with learning opportunities and experiences that are beneficial to their educational outcomes (Welsh Government, 2022). Furthermore, the importance of SDP’s is not only visible through its adherence to statutory requirements, but also through the malleability of the document, allowing schools to track developments and make revisions to assist continuous improvement; as stated by Yan (2023), SDP’s are conducive to improving standards of education for learners, when employed correctly. 

While exploring literature surrounding SDP’s, research has argued that school evaluation and development plans have shifted from being a facilitator of progression and change, to a corporate document that is only completed out of necessity to comply to enforced regulations (Meyers & VanGronigen, 2019), losing effectiveness in improving learner outcomes. Correspondingly, ESTYN (2019) expressed how self-evaluation reports have become a document that no longer showcased reliable, reflective practices within schools, but have developed into a document that attempts to reflect what schools believe ESTYN inspectors want to see, instead of utilising them for their purpose, which was to support and enable improvement.
Taking this into consideration, ESTYN have decided to opt-out of requesting maintained schools to provide their self-evaluation reports pre-inspection in an attempt to relieve pressure off of schools. ESTYN (2019) still identify self-evaluation reports and SDP’s as a crucial element in facilitating progression in schools, though they reason that schools must ensure their self-evaluations and SDP’S are true and accurate depictions of the strengths and areas of improvement to make the most effective change. As recognised, quality self-evaluation is pivotal for effective SDP’s and continued progression (Welsh Government, 2022). 

Attendance within Schools. 
Although a number of revisions and adjustments are happening in the education sector in Wales to improve learner outcomes and experiences, it can be argued that improvements are ineffective if learners are not attending school. As stated by Keppens (2023), attendance is imperative for the development and outcomes of pupils, as absenteeism is damaging to learning, attainment and social development. An identified risk factor for low attendance is poverty (Welsh Government, 2023b), and in light of this, the remainder of this literature review will have a restricted focus on attendance within schools (particularly FSM pupils).  

As noted by the Welsh Government (2023c), attendance rates are a concern within schools as they have decreased significantly since students have returned following the COVID-19 pandemic. However, the difficulty of comparing pre-pandemic and post-pandemic data must be taken into account, as the recording, analysis and publication of data has changed (Miles, 2023). 
In particular, pupils who receive FSM possess higher level of absences than pupils who do not receive FSM; this is supported by notable statistics deriving from secondary schools across Wales, which have identified that the level of persistently absent pupils is significantly higher in those eligible for FSM (35.6%) in comparison to their peers who do not receive FSM (11.2%) (Welsh Government, 2023c). 
Welsh schools define ‘persistent absences’ as attendance falling under the 80% threshold; this is in contrast to Northern Ireland (less than 85%), and England (less than 90%). It has been argued that aligning the definition of persistent absences to one of these higher benchmarks may ensure that support is offered to pupils at an earlier, more beneficial stage, therefore positively impacting their attendance and educational outcomes as interventions are offered sooner (Senedd Wales, 2022).

Research conducted by ESTYN (2024) discovered that low attendance rates were perpetuated by aspects such as ineffective processes being utilised to monitor attendance in schools, schools experiencing financial difficulties (which impacted the availability of support staff available to students), and a reduction in positive parental engagement regarding school attendance (making absences more challenging for schools to address). Additionally, they have stressed the debilitating effect the cost-of-living crisis has had on families already impacted by deprivation and poverty; further points have been identified by this document, though this literature review does not have the scope to discuss these aspects.  
	
Developing an action point  
In order to compile a successful SDP, school X has developed their priorities alongside the guidance provided by the Welsh Government; it must be noted that school X’s SDP was written in 2022 and has utilised the 2014 version of SDP guidance provided by the Government (Assistant Head of school X, 2024), as opposed to the 2022 guidance due to the timing of the release of the document. 
	The adaptations present in the 2022 version are a crucial element to aiding school improvements in accordance with the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020), now implementation has begun. School X’s SPD being formulated off of dated guidance can pose questions on how effective it will be in developing in line with the aims and objectives of the reformed Welsh Curriculum. However, it must be considered that the way SDP’s are utilised and employed in schools is more important than the model they are based on; the content of both Welsh Government documents highlight similar areas of importance in relation to learner development. 

School X engaged in distinct stages of planning/evaluation, covering the avenues of self-evaluation, data analysis, involving stakeholders, strategic planning and measuring impact to develop their priorities.

Initially, school X engaged in their annual self-evaluation identify areas of potential development as well as recognised strengths, which collectively contributed to the priorities highlighted in their SDP (Welsh Government, 2014). The importance of this has been emphasised by ESTYN (2024), as they claim that schools that have a strong engagement with self-evaluation processes make the greatest improvements in relation to learner outcomes and experiences. 
	School X involved a number of stakeholders to determine which areas of development should be focused on, taking into consideration the needs of the current learners, alongside how they aim to address national priorities that are pertinent. The process involved the headteacher, the senior leadership team, relevant members of staff, the inclusion of pupil voice, governors and parents. The use of a number of stakeholders contributing to school X’s self-evaluation allowed for a range of different perspectives and insights to be examined, showcasing their efforts in using a holistic approach to improvement as all stakeholders involved offer unique considerations (Earl & Katz, 2006). This practice is supported by ESTYN (2019), as they recognised that collaborative work on self-evaluations led to greater improvements within schools as there was a better general understanding of the schools’ direction of improvement, the chosen strategies to accomplish this, and who was responsible for facilitating the changes required. However, the quality of the evaluation can be deliberated on factors such as, but not restricted to, pressure surrounding accountability (Harris, 2013), time constraints from heavy workloads (Chapman et al, 2015) and limited understanding (Jarvis, 2006).

Through the procedure of internal data analysis, cross-county comparisons and contributions off of the local authority, Welsh Government and ESTYN, school X identified that attendance remained a concern for the school, specifically amongst FSM students. The importance of this priority was recognised in school X’s recent inspection (ESTYN, 2022), as well as aligning with the national priority of reducing the impact of deprivation on pupil’s attendance, attainment and progression. 
	A range of both qualitative (parent and teacher discussions, inspection reports etc.) and quantitative (assessment data, attendance records from SIMS etc.) data were utilised; school X’s adoption of a mixed methods approach ensured that they were able to gain a comprehensive understanding of attendance within the school (Sammons & Davies, 2017). 

Next, school X engaged with strategic planning. In relation to this priority, school X set the goal of improving attendance to 90% by 2025, with the outlined actions of raising the profile of attendance on social media, working closely with the EWC, and reviewing policies on fines to implement across the school; the attached success criteria stipulated that the attendance should incrementally increase from 2022-25, and that fines are actively given to parents of low-attendance pupils. 
	Although the member of staff that monitors this priority is documented within the SDP, it was only through an in-person meeting where the key stakeholders were identified (engagement officer, behaviour manager and wellbeing manager, alongside all staff monitoring and enforcing school attendance policies during daily procedures). This can pose the question of how aware key members of staff are of their responsibilities in fulfilling this priority in the SDP. In addition to this, even though the SDP vaguely refers to how the costs of these strategies are covered within the allocated role, it lacks clarity on what costs are covered in this allocation and fails to include the use of funding such as the pupil development grant (Welsh Government, 2023d), which could be very beneficial in this instance. 

Subsequently, the final aspect that will be discussed is the method of reviewing impact that school X plan to implement. As documented, school X plan to utilise a red/orange/yellow/green rating that aims to be reviewed termly. This will be informed by the inclusion of attendance data from SIMS. Adjacently, attendance data will be broken down into FSM and non-FSM for analysis across all year groups for greater understanding of this specific subgroup. Although data can provide evidence for improvement, it can be argued that additional evaluation methods could be beneficial to truly reflect the progression of the strategy; for example, qualitative reports from pupils/parents/carers. 
	As noted by Leithwood, Harris and Hopkins (2019), it is necessary for school development to be viewed as a continuous process; this is reflected in school X’s current practice of utilising SDP’s as a live document to ensure that reflective practice can occur, with the scope for essential and effective adaptations to happen as the terms progress. Additionally, the use of a concise monitoring system showcases the school’s aim to provide clarity and understanding regarding its progression; however, it must be noted that the current version of the SDP does not display any signs of reflection thus far. Furthermore, the validity/accuracy of the traffic light system can be questioned due to its reliance on subjectivity, as well as its inability to reflect exactly how the chosen strategies have impacted learners.
	
Reflection and evaluation 
As an overview of strategies school X have actioned thus far in relation to priority 2 on their SDP, a conversation with the Assistant Head of school X (2024) highlighted that their initial focus has been limited to raising the profile of attendance using social media, and reviewing policies on fines to implement across the school. Without conversing with this member of staff, it would be difficult to decipher how all of the strategies outlined benefit the overarching aim of the priority; as an ongoing development, school X should utilise opportunities to adapt their SDP to ensure that clarity is employed. 

To increase parental/carers involvement, school X have adopted the use of the application ‘Xpressions’ to ensure that parent/carers can access information on learners’ attendance in real time. This practice has been beneficial to enhancing the relationship between schools and parents/carers, positively impacting the attendance of pupils (Durisic & Bunijevac, 2017). As demonstrated in literature, strong partnerships of this nature promote better educational outcomes for learners (Hill & Tyson, 2009). The significance of school X including this is displayed through ESTYN’S (2024) findings that low attendance rates are perpetuated by a reduction in positive parental engagement regarding school attendance; in light of this, school X are hopeful that the convenience, transparency, and avenue of communication that this application allows continues to assist improvements surrounding attendance. 
	However, it must be taken into consideration that pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds possess higher level of absences than those from more advantageous families in comparison (Welsh Government, 2023c), posing the question of how many of these families have the relevant technology to access this programme (Hollingsworth et al, 2011), and therefore act before absence becomes a long-term issue for the student. A suggestion to alleviate this may be for school X to incorporate the offer of face-to-face interactions with parents/carers to avoid an overreliance on technology, and an opportunity develop rapport with learner’s families. 

In addition to the use of Xpressions, school X have engaged in reviewing guidance surrounding fining parents for low pupil attendance, aligned with Education Workforce Service procedures (Welsh Government, 2023b); these are planned to only be utilised as a last resort, after exhausting all other options of re-engagement.
	Although fines have the potential to be an effective deterrent (Kurz, Thomas & Fonseca, 2014), and therefore positively impact attendance rates, the ethical implications of this must be addressed. As pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds possess higher level of absences than those from more advantageous families (Welsh Government, 2023c), this additional pressure may lead to low-income families disengaging with the school. As identified by ESTYN (2024), the cost-of-living crisis has had a debilitating effect on families already impacted by deprivation and poverty, and added financial burdens may have an opposite effect to what is initially desired. 
	Practically, as school X only plan to use fines as a last resort, they must ensure they have clearly established support packages in place, specifically for low-income families. For example, they should consider utilising funding such as the pupil development grant (Welsh Government, 2023d) to address socioeconomic barriers efficiently (such as transportation, school uniform and resources etc.), to assist students to feel included in school X’s environment. Furthermore, overarching suggestions from the Welsh Government (2023b) suggest that schools should ensure that the content covered, and the pedagogies utilised, within the classroom are effective at engaging learners; this is reflected in school X’s other SDP priorities. 

Conclusion 
To conclude, this assignment has briefly explored literature surrounding SDP’S and attendance within schools, discussed the development of a priority within school X’s SDP by outlining and discussing elements of the processes involved, and reflected on the school’s actions by evaluating the impact of the strategies utilised thus far, providing suggestions for future practice. 
	Engaging in this experience has assisted my acquisition of knowledge surrounding the features, purposes and influences of a SDP, as well as the value of schools engaging in continuous, honest reflections to facilitate progression for staff and students alike. 
	In relation to my professional development, this experience has emphasised the significance of engaging with a school’s development and improvement plans to ensure that my practice aligns with a school’s direction of improvement. Alongside this, this experience has also highlighted the importance of keeping up-to-date with policies, legislation and guidance from governing bodies for the duration of my professional career to aid development and improvements.
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