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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 

This report will critically analyse the development of a target from a chosen school’s SDP (school development plan).  One action point will be discussed and reflected upon. 

The purpose of SDP is discovering areas for improvement within a school, to set prioritised targets to improve outcomes for learners. These areas should address the national priorities for Wales, which in 2014 prior to Donaldson assessing the national curriculum for Wales were, raising the standards of learning in literacy and maths in addition to reducing the impact of poverty within education (Welsh Government,2014). Although these are somewhat outdated priorities from 2014, the newer action plan intends to still tackle the effects of poverty, but rather than focusing on maths and literacy it indicates that a focus on over all attainment throughout the 6 AoLE’s (areas of learning and experience) will benefit all learners (2021). 

The two SDP’s read and discussed with headteachers prior to writing this report have incorporated the targets within their SDP’s as they believe that these national targets are still relevant. From the discussions and reading of the SDP’s, the target identified for this report is ‘creating a strategic plan to meet the needs of parents within the community that allows all children and their families to thrive’ (Cadoxton primary school, P33, 2022). This priority has been chosen due to the links with Wales continued mission as laid out by the Welsh Government to ‘’achieve high standards and aspirations for all by tackling the impact of poverty on educational attainment and supporting every learner’’ (Welsh Government, 2023, P.3).

The school from where this target is prioritised is a primary school set within the Vale of Glamorgan, South Wales. It is of note that the school has a higher number of FSM eligible pupils than the national average by 17%. This is of note due to the National Foundation for Educational Research publishing that schools with higher FSM rates have reduced attendance in school and less engagement with parents (NFER, 2021). This school has currently stated that the attendance average at school is 2.3% lower than the national average for Wales which is 91.3% (Welsh gov. 2022).  Therefore, with this school’s FSM rates being much higher and the attendance being below average suggests, this could be data that provides insight to a lack of community and parental engagement for this school, causing the school to deem this as a priority. 

Literature review

As school only accounts for 14.9% of a child’s time and, the other 85.1% is spending time in the home environment or community, it would seem that having positive relationships between the two would be beneficial for pupils. Roy Broadfield suggests that schooling alone without parental and community involvement only impacts pupil attainment by 5%, however with support of parents and community this can increase to 30% (Broadfield, 2020).  This data may present as a positive from an educator’s perspective, however, parents stated that they do not feel equipped to support their child’s learning at home (Epstein,2010). This indicates that families have not been exposed to the methods used in today’s classroom and, it could be inferred that parents and families lacked confidence in how they were taught. This is a major factor, that impacts the learner and their family (Desforges, 2011).  Families who experience poverty are less likely to engage with the school community, but with the correct structure in place, families from disadvantaged backgrounds can become more engaged (Van Voorhis et al. 2013).

Supporting learners from these areas can help. The webiner Children in Wales (2021) which was partnered with Welsh government, suggested that those living in poverty have less self-confidence and lower self-esteem, which impacts not only the people around the child and their engagement with the school, but also the child themselves. Ensuring practitioners listen to learner’s families in addition to pupil voice can support both the family and the learner, it can also be the first step toward better engagement with the school going forward, providing positive relationships, and therefore can increase attainment for the child (Children in Wales, 2021). 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory places the school, family and home environment within the micro system which is the first step outward from the learner (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). This suggests that these elements impact the individual significantly, providing insight to what factors surrounding the child may affect the child’s development (Gray and McBlain, 2015). However, this theory does not consider the change in a child’s development over time as the child naturally ages. It also fails to consider the environmental and home life changes over time and that the people within the area remain a constant the shift in culture depending on being perceived as an affluent area or area of poverty can affect those people’s mindsets. This is true of the school where the SDP priority has been set and that the area has become perceived as an area of poverty, is also indicated by the attendance numbers and those figures for FSM being above the national average. Therefore, although it is credible that home and school have an effect for the child, the fact that Bronfenbrenner’s theory does not include or discuss how time can affect and change how a child can develop is a variable that must be considered. 

Part of the action point for this priority within the SDP is after the transition to high school, the schools within the catchment area refer to themselves as a community. However, as children progress through their learning journey into high school the parent-school relationships often break down (Axford, et al. 2019). There were only a few studies that were published, and they can be questioned. See and Gorard (2013) review claimed that the sample sizes where too small for any real conclusion to be met. However, this report was conducted almost 10 years ago and a more recent publication from Dr Steve Constantino (2021) has conducted 30 case studies into the benefits of parental engagement, based on his previous works the five principals of engagement. As Constantino is more recently published with case studies to support the benefits of parental engagement, it seems that as time has passed, more research into parental engagement has been conducted despite or possibly due to See and Gorards claims. 

Constantino believes that ‘families are the most influential and first teachers of their children’ (2021). This would refer to percentage (as mentioned previously) the time children spend with their family in the community and home environment being far more than the time that they are in school. Families being the most influential people is supported by Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory with the family being within the microsystem. This being said, therefore, engaging with, and giving families the correct tools to support their children at home would only benefit the child further (Edwards,2016) and by the child being involved with the parent and school engagement could also support them in becoming a person who is ready to lead a fulfilling life as a valued member of society as per Donaldsons 4 principals as stated within the Successful Futures document (2015). 

Developing an action point 
To develop the action point, ‘to have a collaborative approach to family engagement’ (School X, 2022, P35) outlined within the SDP as an aim,  the self-evaluation strategies were to check how many parents came to events within the school such as parent-teacher meetings, school fetes and Christmas shows in addition to listening to the voices of different stake holders such as parents, pupils, and staff in addition to the wider community. This feedback was collected through conversations and questionnaires created by the community engagement manager. The information collected from this self-evaluation was then looked at by other members of the community engagement team in addition to the head of school and the executive head teacher. The data informed the school team that family engagement was not to their level of satisfaction and therefore a success criteria was then built to see what they would need to achieve this. 
The first point within the success criteria is ‘Improved relationships with all families’ although this is in the success criteria, it seems a vague criteria and one that may be difficult to measure and achieve, although McGrew and Gilman (1991) suggest that improvement in relationships can be measured in a home-school context through a survey which then indicates the level of empowerment and trust felt by the families who fill it in. Moreover, there is a received argument from Goodall’s 2010 review of good practice that surveys meet the needs of the families as they may not have been taught the skills to respond. Goodall’s review seems to be more in keeping with understanding the needs of the family as opposed to McGrew and Gilman’s argument that all families can and will respond. The second point of the success criteria that will be used to measure how successful the actions to engage parents is that ‘parents ask for help when they need it.’ This could be problematic as people may not always be aware of how they are doing, this could consider the works of Khan (2001) and developing the understanding of the development of knowing one’s ability to acquire such personal insight. Therefore, this could be a difficult criteria to meet at first without the knowledge of knowing when one needs support in addition to being able to ask for the support. As people do not necessarily show that they are not coping as well as they perceive they should be (WHO, 2022). 
The strategic plan that was implemented, was that a family engagement officer would welcome families on the gate each morning as the pupils come into school with their parents. The idea when discussed with the family engagement officer is to have someone that the families know from the local community there to begin to build the relationships slowly. Saying “good morning” to parents is an important role of building relationships with families according to Rose (2016). A study performed over the span of 4 years by the Australian Research Alliance for children and youth (ARACY), also discovered that positive attitudes toward parents in addition to communication was important to families and improved family engagement (Barker et al., 2020). This literature seems to indicate that the school has researched the positive effects of greeting families each morning to aid the development of relationships between the school staff and the families. From this interaction each morning the school hope that families and staff build up enough trust to attend classes performed by the school in the community centre. These classes have been developed by the school through using the voices of those within the school community, the classes are mainly skills based such as cooking and baking. There is an opportunity for pupils whose families attend to also be involved to enhance parent-pupil relationships in addition to the school-home relationships. This gives opportunities for staff to model positive interactions as this can aid the pupils’ social skills and emotional growth (Cedo,2015). Theories such as John Locke’s, where the belief is that children learn through environmental and social cues (Grey and McBlain, 2015), therefore children and their families will pick up these cues from staff modelling positive interactions and are more likely to copy them going forward. 
Increased interaction by families and an increase in attendance will indicate whether the success criteria has been met. The SDP is a working document which is updated termly, allowing the impact to be measured regularly. School X use a RAG (Red, Amber and Green colour coded) rating system to measure the impact against the success criteria. It may be of note that pupil’s attainment is not measured as part of this process, even though pupils who’s families are involved leave lessons to learn the skills with their families. However, Ogg et al. (2021) suggests that if parental engagement has increased that the pupil’s attainment will also increase. It could be speculated that due to families possibly not attending the engagement sessions consistantly that this could not be possible to judge. Moreover, due to the lack of information accessible no true conclusion for this argument can be met, as each child to be treated as an individual and their unique identity celebrated, an idea from Montessori (Marshall, 2017) suggests that if each pupil is unique and celebrated the family could be treated in the same way. 

Reflection and evaluation 
To reflect upon the strategies chosen by School X, it seems that through understanding the needs of their community by engaging with and actively listening to a range of stake holders that they underpinned the action point and developed a strategic plan. In addition, to a clear understanding of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, it can be seen that the school have identified areas where improvement can be made. Listening to stakeholders is an important role of the self-evaluation process, and the NGA (national governance association) identified stakeholder voice as a core function to evaluate areas of development for an SDP (2020). The school discussed within this report seems to have taken this onboard as reading the SDP and development strategies listening to those involved holds weight in their decisions. 
The literature reviewed supports the idea of the action point, that it will benefit pupils in addition to their families, through the building of trusting relationships and mutual respect between the school and the families it serves, as discussed by Broadfield (2021). However, understanding the needs of the parents seems to have been an aspect that could be developed further before the success criteria insisted that the school would have better relationships with all families. 
Understanding that the school has 2.8% of EAL (English additional language) pupils (Welsh government, 2020) and that does not account for families who have children who may have first language English and may have to translate information to family members. Due to this, engagement for these families for which there is a language barrier could pose problematic as they may not have the same way of explaining their needs and possibly leave those families feeling neglected (Lee, 2012). This is something that was not approached in the SDP. To ensure all families and pupils have the opportunity to attend sessions it could be proposed that translators from across the community are welcomed to bridge the gap. The children could be asked if they would like to invite their family to the sessions proposed within the SDP and translate. This could build their (the pupils) confidence and the relationship between the family and the school. 
An overarching theme throughout the SDP is how apparent it is that the school has looked at data, stake holder voices and held true to the values of the school and the community. However, the wording of all families having higher engagement seems unlikely and changing the wording to most families having higher engagement could show a better understanding and be a more manageable task. It is of note that this target when discussed with the community engagement officer will be transferred to the next cycle of the SDP and will be continuously developed and monitored to ensure that family engagement continues to increase year on year. It was said that more parent and pupil feedback forms would go out to families in the summer term and the responses would be used to assess the next steps for this target.

Conclusion 
How the school implemented a diverse range of strategies such as employing staff to support families and engaging with external agencies, in addition to undertaking family and community-based projects and over seeing them through observing attendance and acting upon feedback forms, seems to have worked well for this action point. 

From the new understanding after writing this report, it has indicated how important understanding the school in every aspect is. From teaching and learning to the wider community can influence day to day practice within the classroom. It has also been insightful surrounding evaluation and has stressed the importance of all stake holder voices in addition to other methods such as learning walks and book looks. 

It has become apparent that listening and acting upon findings from self -evaluation is important whether positive or negative. It will help practitioners become better by sharing positive skills and becoming a practitioner with a growth mindset always looking to improve will benefit the learners, school and community as well as the teacher themselves. 
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