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Introduction

As part of my PGCE programme I completed a teaching placement at a secondary school in South Wales. This consisted of me spending most teaching weeks between the end of October 2018 and the end of February 2019 with the science department there. The placement began shortly after Estyn carried out an inspection at the school toward the end of 2018. For anonymity reasons, I will refer to the school throughout this report as school A. I present this report on digital competence to the school’s Governors for future consideration regarding school improvement.

The current curriculum in Wales was devised in 1988 for a world vastly different to the one that we live in today (Welsh Government, no date). The rapid development of new technologies over the last three decades has brought and continues to bring dramatic changes to our society and the way we all work. Big Data, the Internet of Things, Drones and Robotics are just a handful of technologies that are driving improvements in agriculture, health, manufacturing and education (United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, 2018, 4-12). One factor that limits the rate at which these technologies are adopted, however, is the competence of the people that use and interact with them. The 2015 publication of a review of the curriculum in Wales highlights the importance that all pupils leave compulsory education with a high level of digital competence. This skill is vital for ensuring that these young people are equipped to become successful members of the workforce in today’s society (Welsh Government, 2015, 8). In response to this review and following the guidance of an earlier review published in 2013 by the ICT Steering Group (Arthur et al., 2013), Welsh Government worked with practitioners from digital pioneer schools to create and make available a Digital Competence Framework (DCF) in 2016. This is the first document to form part of the new curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2016, 2).

The DCF outlines clearly the skills that all learners aged 3-16 should develop on a year-by-year basis. The document was designed to be consistent with the format of the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF), published in 2013 to drive improvements in developing literacy and numeracy skills. The 2015 review of the curriculum recommended that literacy, numeracy and digital competence form the three cross-curricular responsibilities. This means that all teachers should plan to provide appropriate and meaningful opportunities to develop these skills (Welsh Government, 2016, 2-5). Although digital competence encompasses the skills and knowledge that are essential for learners to be successful in the modern age, it is important that it is not confused with the Information and Communication Technology (ICT) programme of study. However, the DCF should be drawn upon by teachers to develop their practice in ICT as well as every other subject. The implementation of the DCF does not necessarily mean that schools need to purchase new ICT equipment, however, schools that work closely with their local authority can ensure that they will always have sufficient access to new technology (Welsh Government, 2018, 3).

The DCF is made up of four strands, each of which is subdivided into two or more elements. The first strand – Citizenship – focuses on developing the skills needed for people to be able to positively contribute to and critically evaluate the digital world. The second strand – Interacting and Collaborating – focuses on developing the knowledge of different types of electronic communication and the ability to select an appropriate method depending on the formality of the situation. It focuses on developing the skills needed to be able to correctly store data in different locations and on different devices and analyses the benefits and drawbacks of being able to share data with other people. The third strand – Producing – focuses on developing the skills needed to source, create, evaluate and improve digital information. Developing the ability to identify the tools needed to create and edit a variety of multimedia elements also forms an important part of this strand. The fourth strand – Data and Computational Thinking – focuses on developing the skills needed to be able to best explore the collection, representation and analysis of data. It also focuses on developing the ability to solve problems (often scientific in nature) and the ability to assess different solutions to determine which is the most efficient (in terms of computation time, cost and other resources) and which yields the most accurate results (Welsh Government, 2016, 5-6).

Estyn

School A is a popular, well-performing, English-medium secondary school for pupils aged 11-16. About 50% of the more than 1200 pupils currently on roll opt to attend the school even though they reside outside the normal catchment area. A significant number of pupils (40%) are on the special educational needs register and the school has two specialist teaching units on site, one for dyslexic learners and the other specialising in autistic spectrum disorder. Using its four-point judgment scale (Appendix A), Estyn evaluated the school to be ‘Excellent’ in three of its five and ‘Good’ in two of its five inspection areas (Appendix B) during its recent inspection. Estyn has invited the school to prepare a case study on its good practice in relation to professional learning and the curriculum. As with all Estyn inspections, however, come recommendations for improvements that should be made. Estyn included a total of two recommendations for school A in its report that it published near the end of 2018. The second of these recommendations states that the school should “improve the provision to develop pupils’ information communication technology skills across the curriculum” (Estyn, 2018a). This recommendation will be the focus of this report.

Within the main text of the recent report, Estyn praises some of the positive aspects of school A in relation to the recommendation. Estyn also outlines what pupils and the school are not doing that have led them to make this recommendation. The school is described as having worked closely with its partner primary schools to enable it to produce stimulating activities for pupils in Year 7 to better help develop their ICT skills. The school is also described as providing good opportunities to challenge more able and talented pupils, such as having them attend a workshop on cyber-security by staff from GCHQ. However, although most departments provide appropriate opportunities for pupils to practice their ICT skills, and pupils appear competent using basic programmes to conduct activities such as word processing and presenting information and research, their use of advanced ICT applications, such as modelling is described as limited, and at an early stage across the curriculum (Estyn, 2018a).

As one of the inspection areas judged to be ‘Excellent’, Estyn provides much praise about the positive aspects associated with leadership and management at school A. This feedback provides all stakeholders with confidence in regard to the ability of the school’s senior leaders to address the recommendations appropriately. Estyn states that both senior and middle leaders understand the positive and negative aspects present within their own areas of responsibility and are knowledgeable about how they can secure improvement. These staff members engage with each other regularly to review and monitor progress against school targets. Senior and subject leaders use data to analyse thoroughly the performance of various groups of pupils, the school and other similar schools effectively (Estyn, 2018a). Such positive characteristics are important because school leaders have a crucial role to play when deciding on the direction that schools should take in order to secure enhancement. Even when faced with challenging circumstances, they are responsible for creating a positive school culture and ensuring that any opportunity is taken to improve staff motivation and commitment in order to promote success (Education Development Trust, 2014).

School Improvement Plans

[bookmark: _GoBack]School A has two school improvement plans available in an electronic format on its internal network, both of which extend over a three-year period. Each one has been or is a working document, designed to drive school improvement. The first had its initial draft published in March 2015 before facing revision several times ahead of its final draft publication in November 2015. The document covered the period from September 2015 to August 2018 and faced further revisions on an annual basis (School A, 2018a). The second school improvement plan had its initial draft published in June 2018, with the most recent publication becoming available in November 2018, following the recent Estyn inspection. This document remains in draft form but covers the period from September 2018 to August 2021 (School A, 2018b).

A school improvement plan at school A is based on rigorous self-evaluation involving all stakeholders and identifies clear priorities and the most effective strategies to achieve them. Activities are fully costed, where appropriate, with clearly defined responsibilities and measurable success criteria. To produce a school improvement plan at school A; Staff, Pupils, Governors and Parents are issued with questionnaires. Staff take part in department meetings and help produce department plans. Pupils contribute through their whole school council, year and class representatives. Governors hold structured meetings and are invited to request specific reports. Parents form part of the Governing Body and take part in focus groups. The school improvement plan is reviewed annually to monitor progress against the pre-defined success criteria and is amended in light of changing circumstances or new priorities, such as those that may be highlighted in an Estyn report. The school improvement plan makes clear the overall aim for all staff at the school to be one of commitment to the development of all the young people on roll, by supporting every individual on their journey to becoming a responsible adult who contributes positively to society (School A, 2018b).

The current school improvement plan at school A subdivides its targets based on which of the five inspection areas it best fits. Those targets present in the school improvement plan that are relevant to the topic of this report are reproduced in the tables below, beneath their corresponding inspection area title. For each target the school provides guidance on what action(s) staff will take to achieve the target. A review date and success criteria provide a deadline and help school leaders to decide to what extent the target has been achieved (School A, 2018b).

Inspection Area 1 – Standards

	Target
	Action
	Review Date
	Success Criteria

	Improve GCSE performance in ICT.
	Investigate issues and support in Head Teacher performance meeting.
	Jan 2019
Mar 2019
	GCSE performance improved.

	Improve standards of ICT across the curriculum particularly spreadsheet modelling and data handling.
	Staff training to develop confidence.
Review of provision by DCF coordinator.
	Dec 2018
	Improved pupil outcomes in ICT particularly higher-level modelling and data handling.



Inspection Area 3 – Teaching and learning experiences

	Target
	Action
	Review Date
	Success Criteria

	Continue to develop ICT across the curriculum.
	Review provision with heads of departments and develop provision map.
Ensure consistency of high expectation in schemes of work and lessons.
Improve opportunities for pupils to develop spreadsheet modelling and data handling.
Train and develop staff where appropriate.
	May 2019
	High quality provision mapped in departmental schemes of work.




Department Development Plan

School A has a science department development plan available in an electronic format on its internal network. The plan extends over a three-year period from September 2017 until August 2020; however, it is reviewed on an annual basis at minimum, and amended if necessary. The plan was last revised and updated over the summer of 2018. Its format is almost identical to that of the school improvement plan, the only difference being that targets are not subdivided based on the five inspection areas. Those targets present in the department development plan that are relevant to the topic of this report are reproduced in the table below (School A, 2017).

	Target
	Action
	Review Date
	Success Criteria

	Improve standards achieved by pupils in ICT by including further opportunities for use where they naturally occur.
	Review and amend the scheme of work.
Identify opportunities.
Train and develop all science staff.
	Feb 2018
	Department standards in ICT science improved.



The existence of very similar digital skills targets in both the school improvement plan and the science department development plan shows that staff at all levels are aware of the recommendations presented by Estyn in the school’s recent inspection and are putting steps in place to meet these targets. Teaching staff will amend schemes of work so as to ensure they incorporate meaningful activities that assist pupils to develop their digital competence on both a basic and advanced level in science. School leaders will ensure that all staff receive the training they need to be both knowledgeable and confident when delivering lessons that develop this skill. School leaders will use the GCSE ICT programme of study results to indicate whether actions have been effective in improving digital competence.

DCF Preparation and Challenges

Becoming familiar with the DCF and planning for its implementation has been expected of schools since 2016 (Estyn, 2017, 24). Following a request in 2017 for advice from the Welsh Government to Estyn about the best examples of school practice with regard to preparing for the DCF, Estyn produced a report in response detailing good practice ideas following its visit to 23 schools, 7 of which are Digital Pioneer schools. It is evident from the school improvement plan that school A is already implementing several of the findings outlined in this report (Estyn, 2018b, 1).

Estyn identified good practice at schools whose leaders monitored the development of the DCF carefully, were clear about their vision for it within their own schools and were able to communicate their ideas and its importance to all staff effectively. Estyn identified that when staff are made aware about what is involved and the expectations of them, they engage better with any developments. Leaders that planned for its comprehensive adoption, by ensuring that their school had sufficient and suitable resources and that their staff were able to access any necessary professional learning opportunities were also positive examples of DCF preparation. This is important because staff not only need good training to become more competent and confident but require good resources which will allow them to practice and develop their skills further. Another example of good practice identified during the Estyn visits was the creation and existence of a digital leader. This is a person that has a thorough knowledge of the DCF and full support of senior leaders, although it is not necessary for them to be (and often beneficial if they are not) a member of the school’s ICT department. Digital leaders that are not members of this department may well be able to better engage staff in other school departments. However, it is beneficial that they are enthusiastic and generally hold a high position within schools, enabling them to have a big impact on whole-school decision making. An important task to be carried out by the digital leader is a hardware, software and network infrastructure audit. This will assist both school leaders and local authorities to make better purchasing decisions (Estyn, 2018b, 3-4).

Some school leaders are finding it difficult to produce a clear vision for the DCF. As a result, they have not been able to share one with their staff. Leaders also sometimes find it challenging to know how to monitor its development. Digital leaders that are not in a position to make decisions that will affect the whole-school and do not have the backing of senior leaders struggle to keep their vision for the DCF alive. Some digital leaders are unaware about the training needs of staff and the opportunities available to them, in preparation for the DCF. Sometimes they also have fears about how to audit and purchase ICT provision when seeking to implement the DCF (Estyn, 2018b, 13-15).

Recommendations

In light of my relatively short experience at school A, it is evident that school leaders there could be doing more to prepare both the school and its staff for the mandatory implementation of a third cross-curricular responsibility, and the wider curriculum reforms approaching. Both the school improvement plan and the science department development plan lack suitable targets with regard to the specific adoption of the DCF. Both plans should provide more clarity about their meaning of the word ICT and staff plans to develop ICT across the curriculum. School A should choose to focus on following Welsh Government, Estyn and other relevant stakeholder guidance more closely in relation to the best way of developing pupils’ digital competence across the curriculum. School A should assign the role of digital leader to an enthusiastic senior or middle staff member for purposes of overseeing an immediate adoption of the DCF. The digital leader should seek guidance and support from digital pioneer schools and consult with the school’s local authority to ensure its ICT provision is both effective and sustainable. The digital leader should also research and provide good opportunities for staff to develop their competence and confidence in terms of DCF delivery.
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Appendices

Appendix A – Estyn’s four-point judgement scale.
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Appendix B – Estyn’s five inspection areas and its judgements for school A.
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Copies of the report  Copies of this report are available from the school and from the Estyn website  (www.estyn.gov.wales)  Estyn evaluates a provider’s effectiveness using a four-point judgement scale:   Excellent  Very strong, sustained performance and practice 

Good  Strong features, although minor aspects may require 

improvement 

Adequate and 

needs improvement 

Strengths outweigh weaknesses, but important aspects 

require improvement 

Unsatisfactory and 

needs urgent 

improvement 

Important weaknesses outweigh strengths  

The report was produced in accordance with Section 28 of the Education Act 2005. 

Every possible care has been taken to ensure that the information in this document is 

accurate at the time of going to press.  Any enquiries or comments regarding this 

document/publication should be addressed to: 

Publication Section 

Estyn 

Anchor Court, Keen Road 

Cardiff 

CF24 5JW  or by email to publications@estyn.gov.wales 

This and other Estyn publications are available on our website: www.estyn.gov.wales 
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Summary  High aspirations for all pupils are at the heart of the work of Cwmtawe Community  School.  Most pupils display a positive work ethic and are committed to achieving  their potential.  They make strong progress in their knowledge, communication and  skills and achieve high academic standards.  The performance of all pupils  consistently compares favourably with that of pupils in similar schools.  Many pupils  communicate a clear sense responsibility for others, particularly those in their local  community.  The significant amount of time given by pupils to help others and the  substantial sums of money they raise for local good causes are particularly notable  features.   Leaders at all levels have created a culture of high expectations for all aspects of the  school’s work.  They have a strong track record of securing improvements and  sustaining strong performance.    There is a vibrant culture of learning amongst staff and pupils.  High quality teaching  and a flexible, innovative curriculum are particular strengths, and are successful in  enthusing pupils about their studies.  The carefully tailored programme of  professional learning activities supports all staff at each stage in their career,  extremely effectively.   

Inspection area  Judgement 

Standards  Excellent 

Wellbeing and attitudes to learning  Good 

Teaching and learning experiences  Excellent 

Care, support and guidance  Good 

Leadership and management  Excellent 

  


