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The purpose of this assignment is to investigate contemporary issues in secondary education and to critically evaluate School X's improvement plan and strategies that have been put in place to address these. I will assess the plan suggest recommendations that will address the contemporary issues that they have recognised. For many organisations and schools, strategic planning can be a vital component in ensuring that all aspects of interventions and strategies are implemented to a high standard. School X's School Improvement Plan demonstrates this as it highlights many aspects of development, highlighted by the schools recent Estyn inspection, and the subsequent recommendations. The Welsh Government has responded to the growing concerns about standards, particularly that in literacy and numeracy. Evidence from the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) surveys and evaluations in recent Estyn reports state that levels of achievement are not as high as they should be (Donaldson, 2015). This led to the introduction of Graham Donaldson's ‘Successful Futures' report which is an independent review of the curriculum and assessment arrangements in Wales. The report highlighted key aspects of the current education and curriculum in Wales, therefore leading to his main recommendation was the introduction of ‘progression steps' which would provide a more coherent basis for teaching, learning and assessment (Evans, 2019). This has consequently been supported by the introduction of three ‘Cross-curriculum responsibilities' that all teachers would be expected to deliver in their subject. These are Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Competency. The responsibilities emphasise the importance of literacy, numeracy and digital competency being integrated into all subjects to a high standard. With recommendations that schools are given the opportunity to develop these competencies across the curriculum (Donaldson, 2015), it is clear the need to effectively plan to maximise the potential of these initiatives within schools and therefore maximise the potential of their students. 
            The school that I will be investigating is a mixed gender secondary school with currently 850 pupils enrolled which includes a sixth form of 126 students. Within this school, 28.6% (243) of pupils are SEN registered, and 7.9% (67) are classified as FSM (Mylocalschool.wales.gov.uk, 2019).  The school’s official Estyn inspection in 2013 identified denoted as recommendations. A recommendation identified by Estyn was that to "improve standards in English, Welsh and also Mathematics throughout Key stage three and four.” Recommendations were put in place to enhance and develop pupils' skills in all aspects of literacy and numeracy within the school, focusing on specific aspects such as punctuation, grammar, written responses, bar graphs and number problems (Estyn.gov.wales, 2013). School X has taken these recommendations on board, which is evident by their School Improvement Plan. The plan highlights the need to adopt a consistent approach to literacy and numeracy in a cross-curricular method, ultimately with the aim to generate a pattern of improvement amongst pupils in key stage three and four. This appears to have been addressed and implemented within the school, as the Estyn follow-up monitoring report identifies that the school has made ‘strong progress’ in addressing the recommendation' (School X, 2017), with an increase of results in most key indicators at key stage four. Other key areas identified in the School Improvement Plan (SIP) is that of the teaching and learning experience in the school. The SIP references the aim to ‘stretch and challenge pupils through the promotion of higher order questioning which elicits higher thinking and responses' (See Appendix A). This aim directly links to a recommendation set by the schools Estyn 2013 report, which highlighted the need for improvement in this area of the report, stating that, "Expectations are not high enough and teaching does not always challenge more able pupils enough". It is clear that when given recommendations by Estyn, that School X has taken on board the comments made and have taken steps to incorporate these into the School Improvement Plan. It is also evident as direct reference to these points are made and it does appear that the SIP responds to the inspection areas identified in the Estyn report, and through the use of strategic planning identifies specific targets that the school can address. 
Strategic Planning is a vital component in addressing issues raised and is a common tool used by both organisations and schools around the world. It involves the process of identifying what a school or organisation wants to achieve by creating objectives, while also outlining the strategies that they will use in order to achieve the said objective with monitored progress checks. A strategic plan in schools allows for all members of staff and governors to communicate and establish the priorities and success criteria needed to work as a collective to implement them within their roles. Advocates of strategic planning reason that schools should engage in three sections of a strategic plan: the long term, medium term and short term (Davies, Ellison and Davies, 2003). This allows a school to prioritise what they need to address at the present time, with consideration for the long-term objectives they set out, similar to mid-term plans set out by departments to implement assessments. It can be argued however that instead of strategic planning, schools should be focused more on strategic implementation. Evans comments, "…no longer saw strategic planning as a valuable tool.” Once he had considered strategic planning “the very essence of leadership”, now it seemed “like a ritual with minimal relevance to how this school operates and the actual problems I have to solve.” (Evans, 2007, pg.1). Further possible negatives have been identified by Logan and Sachs (1997) which recognises the demands on workload and increased time spent ‘away from teaching' to focus on strategies, however, Logan and Sachs research that when strategic planning is implemented well, the benefits to the school and pupils are visible. With the intention of acting and implementing strategies in place to address aspects of the plan, this allows all members of the school to work towards a common goal. With guidance and information on the importance of including such plans in a school published by the Welsh Government in 2014, all schools have a clear standard to which they can aim for and achieve. Setting out the School development cycle, schools can follow the sections of "Self-evaluation, strategic planning, making improvement/action and then reviewing impact" (Beta.gov.wales, 2014, pg.7). This suggests that by having a clear structure to follow, schools which adopt strategic planning can ensure that they not only identify issues to address but can also implement strategies and monitoring to ensure their success. Overall strategic planning seems to be an integral part of creating a school community where all members are confident and focused on achieving what is set out on the strategic plan with clear outcomes to aim for. 
When investigating School X's School Improvement Plan, it is visible that it has clear links to their most recent Estyn visit and the recommendations set. Following on the Estyn inspection in 2013, targets of improvement were put in place to consolidate what actions the school needed to address to ensure progress. Within School X's SIP is presented under the five key inspection areas set out by Estyn in their common inspection framework. These include ‘Standards, Wellbeing and attitudes to learning, teaching and learning experience, Care, support and guidance and Leadership and management.' (Estyn.gov.wales, 2017). School X's improvement plan concentrates on each of these inspection areas and is briefly outlined by the key aspects of each one. The school improvement plan seems to adopt a ‘whole-school approach', suggested by the broad range of key areas identified. At the time of writing, School X only provided the document seen in Appendix A, which refers to the areas of improvement on a whole school context rather than individually compiled for departments within the school. The priorities set out in the school improvement plan link to the wider focus set out by the national frameworks, however, this is not explicit. One key aspect identified is, "To promote stretch and challenge for all pupils, at all ability levels, across each key stage." (Appendix A) This could indirectly link to the provision of skills development where learners are required to show and develop a specific set of skills at a certain stage. The Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) provides commentary of the skills that pupils should show progress at from the age of 4 to 14, where the recent Digital Competence framework provides coverage from 4 to 16 years of age (Government, 2014). This would also fall in line with the common inspection framework of Estyn, where IE1 focuses on standards directly links to the standards and progression of skills and IE3, Teaching and learning also give commentary on the provision of skills (Estyn.gov.wales, 2017). This would show that the school is starting to develop a strategic plan in terms of skills and their progression, which Donaldson states should ‘underpin' the new curriculum. Following the Successful Futures report published in 2015, setting out clear recommendations including that, "Children and young people should have their learning developed across the curriculum through three cross-curriculum responsibilities that should be the responsibility of all teachers." (Donaldson, 2015, pg.42). 
Underlining Donaldson's vision is the ‘Four Purposes of Education' and their values being fundamental in teaching and learning in schools. The four purposes of education comprise of following: "Ambitious and capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives ","healthy and confident individuals ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society"," Ethical, informed citizens who are ready to be citizens of Wales and the world" and finally, "Enterprising, creative contributors who are ready to play a full part in life and work." (Donaldson, 2015, Pg. 29). Additionally, further suggestions about what could be developed through the six different Areas of Learning and Experiences (AoLE) which are in included in the guiding principles of the new curriculum, therefore setting out expectations for schools to consider when implementing it. This could provide a clear format of what should be at the focus of the cross-curricular elements, as well as Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Competency, such as ‘Wider skills' and ‘Careers and the world of work' (Beta.gov.wales, 2018) Alongside the ‘Four Purposes', creating emphasis in preparing pupils for adult life and becoming valued members of the community. As the previous curriculum was created before the creation of the Literacy and Numeracy framework, the skills are now available to incorporate into a department plans focus. As a result, schools can be seen to adapt their School Improvement Plans and strategic planning tools to address these aspects of the new curriculum and due to the cross-curricular nature and be implemented into each department plan accordingly.
With the Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) being intrinsic within the new curriculum, it is an area of interest when investigating School X's school improvement plan. The framework compiles specific skills that learners are expected to accomplish in both Literacy and Numeracy. The three strands of literacy being Oracy, Reading and Writing; With Numeracy including Numerical reasoning, measuring, data and number skills (Government, 2014). As indicated previously, the LNF is to be embedded across the curriculum and the six areas of learning and experience, rather than an addition to be included. With the framework stating that teachers will be able to, ‘integrate literacy and numeracy into their teaching – whatever the subject matter'. However, the struggle that some have found with the LNF is the actual implementation of it. A report by Estyn found that the standards of pupils' literacy skills remained the same than that of schools surveyed in 2012 (Estyn.gov.wales, 2015) and that this could be due to difficulties faced in accessing support and training. Despite there being guidelines of the expectations of implementing the LNF, there is limited evidence for how teachers can implement it in their subjects explicitly. Looking at School X's SIP, one of the main components is to stretch and challenge pupils, indirectly linking to that of competencies introduced by the literacy, numeracy and digital frameworks. From their recent Estyn inspection in 2013, the Literacy and Numeracy skills were identified and commented on. Before the common inspection framework was only introduced in 2017, during School X's revisit inspection, they had the previous three key questions analysed by the inspecting body. These include, ‘How good are the outcomes?', ‘How good is provision?' and ‘How good are leadership and management?' (Estyn.gov.wales, 2013). In the evaluation for key question 1, inspectors commented on the literacy and numeracy skills they had observed. Regarding literacy, inspectors commended pupils on their ability to listen well and speak confidently, as well as pupils writing clearly for a wide range of purposes. Skills in numeracy that were observed included the four rules of number and drawing line bar graphs accurately. In contrast, Inspectors commented on the reliance of structured worksheets and developing creative responses. Similarly, regarding numeracy pupils showed difficulty in attempting to solve number problems without the use of a calculator. A direct link to the implementation of literacy and numeracy is made in the second key question feedback, commenting on the high expectations put in place by teachers to develop pupils' literacy and numeracy skills, with suitable intervention arrangements in place to support those who require additional help. Additionally, further observations were made on the planning aspect of implementing the LNF framework, stating that the wide range of data available to the senior team has not been used strategically to challenge and eliminate long term underperformances in key areas such as English and Mathematics (Estyn.gov.wales, 2013), a seemingly common issue across Wales when considering the previous PISA data (Wightwick, 2016). Subsequently, Estyn provided school X with four recommendations recognising areas that required development. One directly relates to standards in English and Mathematics. Following on from school X's 2013 inspection, they were placed in monitoring, with a follow up organised for January 2017. Estyn's follow up report recognises ‘strong progress' in addressing the recommendation with slight improvements in most key indicators, with 61.2% of pupils achieving the level 2 threshold including English/Welsh 1st language and Maths at key stage 4 (Mylocalschool.wales.gov.uk, 2017). Despite the progress made, it remains below the average for the family of schools and is in the lower 25% when compared to their family of schools. The report, however, does not mention the implementation of the literacy and numeracy framework explicitly. As explored previously, the literacy and numeracy framework are not only a whole school initiative, but also a cross-curricular one. As stated in the Curriculum planning guidance document (Learning.gov.wales, 2013) it suggests schools, ‘…hold interdepartmental training meetings to review how the progression of the LNF's elements and aspects are integrated across a cohort.' And that, ‘Cross-department collaboration is essential' in the implementation of the literacy and numeracy framework. Often, department plans will outline their approach to the literacy and numeracy framework and how they will implement it within their subject. A useful tool for all areas of learning and when used collaboratively with other departments can achieve the cross-curricular vision that Donaldson sets out in ‘Successful Futures' (Donaldson, 2015). When examining documents provided from School X, it appears as though the school employs the whole school improvement plan throughout each department. This attributes to the whole school mission of working collaboratively with the same aims and targets commonly shared between departments. However, the importance of each department having an individual plan tailored to their subject and how they are going to incorporate the LNF into their lessons can be seen as essential. Additionally, the Curriculum Planning Guidance document comments the need for ‘schemes of work, written for the delivery of the LNF' in order to make Literacy and Numeracy accessible from all aspects of teaching and learning (Learning.gov.wales, 2013). This is explored further in the ‘Literacy and Numeracy, your questions answered' document, which comments that "All teachers should see themselves as teachers of literacy and numeracy in a way that supports the subject or theme they are teaching." (Learning.gov.wales, 2017). This indicates that every teaching member of staff has a responsibility to be a teacher of literacy and numeracy within their subject and comments further that ‘practitioners should have clear guidance and training to enable them to start planning from the skills identified in the Literacy and Numeracy framework'. This is also supported with the requirement that all trainee teachers are required to have a B grade or equivalent in Maths and English (GOV.UK, 2013) However, the question remains on whether this is being implemented or not into departments effectively in schools.
Upon my time spent in placement in School X, it is apparent that they are responding to the literacy and numeracy framework and have introduced and adopted strategies to address this. The school has members of staff who have the responsibility to promote and provide strategies for the use of literacy and numeracy across the curriculum. These members of staff work alongside departments to ensure that aspects of the literacy and numeracy framework are implemented in lessons. Similarly, efforts have been made to promote literacy and numeracy to the pupils as well. During my time at School X, I had the opportunity to take part in a Literacy Skills Day that took year seven pupils off timetable to take part in activities that focused on the development of skills, with a specific focus on the strand of Oracy. This was deemed successful and by using an engaging topic, ‘The Apprentice', the majority of pupils concluded in their feedback that it was ‘Fun' and ‘Interesting' and they would like to take part in similar activities.
Furthermore, the use of the library facilities in School X appears to promote a wide variety of both literacy and numeracy skills, with writing competitions and math quizzes becoming more popular with the students. Another intervention which emphasises school X's response to the literacy and numeracy framework takes place during registration. During my time in Placement 1 (PTE1), I have witnessed and implemented an intervention of literacy and numeracy skills throughout key stage 3. This included teachers having a ‘What I am reading’ poster on their door, to promote reading to pupils, and another intervention that was conducted during registration, where the pupils would receive a task on literacy and numeracy skills respectively. The resources were readily available, differentiated into different year groups and covered a wide range of skills, ensuring that the tasks were age appropriate. This suggested to me that this is a direct response to the LNF with the intent of promoting and developing pupils' skills in these areas. However, when discussed with members of the teaching staff, it was apparent that this was not always used. Due to the hectic schedule of school life, such as singing planners and sharing notices, the skills sessions were not always implemented across key stage three. During my own experience implementing the skills sessions, I did feel slightly underprepared for delivering the numeracy aspect, similarly to other members of staff. This links back to the training element of implementing literacy and numeracy into classrooms, with the focus of being that, ‘Every teacher is a teacher of literacy' (Learning.gov.wales, 2017). However, if teaching practitioners do not feel fully confident in their own literacy and numeracy skills and how to implement them, it is questionable if the framework in question is being used to its full advantage, as the school improvement plan does not state what they offer to upskill staff in these areas. Another aspect of which literacy which I saw implemented in School X was the marking policy. In English lessons, pupils are given the marking policy scheme which uses symbols such as H – Incorrect Homophone and many others. This is given to the pupils at the beginning of the year so that they become familiarised with the expectations of the teacher. I found this aspect of literacy being used in the classroom to be an engaging one, where the pupils are aware of the expectations of literacy skills in their writing. This allows learners to take a more significant role in their learning, as they fully understand the marking policy, they can apply it and self-assess their work individually, therefore taking responsibility for their own work. This links to Bruner's learning theory of scaffolding, where the teacher provides opportunities for children to learn new things, and through continued support the learner develops their independent thinking and acquire new skills. This is where the support can be decreased (Mcleod, 2018), similar to that of Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal development in that learners are challenged into a new area of learning.
[bookmark: _GoBack]As a result of studying School X's School Improvement plan and Estyn reports, a series of recommendations can be made regarding how the school motivates and implements aspects of the new curriculum to ensure a collaborative and coherent focus on the future. While the school improvement plan identifies areas of which progress needs to be made, as a reader it seems as though the strategic planning element is not being used to its full potential. With the SIP making clear links to the recommendations given by their Estyn inspection in 2013, it is clear that the school is receptive to what is expected of them and uses the key questions provided to influence their priorities within the school. For School X I would recommend looking at the structure of the school improvement plan as a whole. This document read from a member of the senior leadership team may provide focused aims of improvement, however, as an outside member of the community or a teacher may read it and not fully understand what strategies are in place to address such issues. To have coherency within a school network, the strategic plan would need to set out clear specification on what is to be achieved, how it is going to be achieved and what is the process of monitoring said achievement. Mary Arnold agrees, stating that the school improvement plan should be "…cyclical; in other words, there must be an on-going review, updated planning, implementation and evaluation throughout the school year." (Arnold, 2017). McLeod agrees, stating that learning cycles such as David Kolb's should be used, "…by teachers to critically evaluate the learning provision typically available to students, and to develop more appropriate learning opportunities," (McLeod, 2017).  By adapting the SIP to address strategies and methods of monitoring fully, School X can create a collaborative ethos of improvement. This can also be developed with a consistent approach to department improvement plans. As mentioned previously, no department improvement plan was available at the time of writing this essay. As being a part of the English department during my placement, I know that there are certain areas which are of focus, however, whether these are written in an explicit plan is unknown. This leads into my second recommendation that School X encourages the use of departments creating plans for improvement which not only focus on the departments themselves but also recommendations made by the schools themselves. With focused aims and objectives for each department to identify, this would allow for school X to identify the strengths and therefore create initiatives to share good practice amongst colleagues. For instance, the use of literacy skills is intrinsic in the subject of English, more so than other subjects. If school X made the recommendations that each department addresses said frameworks, such as the LNF, the cross-curricular links would be more apparent, accessible and feed into the SIP and vice versa.  (Arnold, 2017) comments on this further, discussing vital elements that can improve the school and department improvement process. These include agreed formats to follow for said plans which are built and used by all staff, providing consistency and details such as when and how the impact of the plan would be evaluated. Ultimately, the school has made clear progress in identifying areas of improvement within the school, however, with adjustments made to make the outcomes more explicit in what the school wants to achieve and how they will achieve it. Alongside detailed department improvement plans to correspond with the whole school strategies, it will create a more cohesive and collaborative method of addressing recommendations set by the school. This additional recommendation is made with regards to the implementation of the Literacy and Numeracy framework, as well as the introduction to the Digital Competency framework. As mentioned previously, positive efforts have been made in School X to further address the upcoming curriculum changes, and the focus on the Literacy and Numeracy frameworks. School X has shown that they currently have successful strategies in place to address the literacy framework, however, during my time in School X, I did not see strategies in place for the incorporation of numeracy in lessons. This could be down to numeracy being as an apparent skill used in the subject of English, which is the department that I worked in. With both aspects of literacy and numeracy being promoted within the school, particularly in registration, it is apparent that School X is finding engaging ways for the framework to be incorporated into school life. Based on this, my recommendation is to further the strategies in place and promote it within the staff in the school. By providing training to all staff members on how to implement aspects of the LNF into their lessons and departments, this would allow for a more cohesive approach to successfully applying it across the curriculum. By providing the opportunity to further train in these areas, teaching practitioners would be making clear links to the five professional standards in the ‘Professional standards for teaching and leadership' (Learning.gov.wales, 2017). The Professional learning aspect of the professional standards states that teachers should ‘consistently extend knowledge, skills and understanding' and equally important is the ‘Collaboration' aspect, in which the, ‘…teacher takes opportunities to work productively with all partners in learning in order to extend professional effectiveness.' By ensuring that all members of staff are fully trained and confident in implementing aspects of the literacy and numeracy framework into their lessons, they are therefore promoting a collaborative approach to the pupils and the school. Not only can further training be provided for teaching staff at school X, the opportunity to develop the third cross-curricular responsibility, the Digital Competency Framework (Government, 2018). This promotes the use of digital skills within lessons, looking at different aspects such as Citizenship, which focuses on identity, image and representation; Producing which looks at evaluating and improving and Data and Computational thinking which promotes problem-solving and modelling. With training provided in all three areas of the cross-curricular responsibilities, School X would show enthusiasm towards adopting key features of the Successful Futures document and the upcoming changes of the curriculum in Wales. 
To Conclude, having the opportunity to inspect such documents as the School Improvement Plan and School X's Estyn reports, has educated me on the role of the school in being reflective practitioners and the role that strategic planning has in this process. School X has taken the time to identify areas of improvement that need to be addressed and supported these with their latest Estyn reports. With ongoing changes in the Welsh curriculum and with the incorporation of Donaldson's Successful Futures report, it can be seen as an uncertain time regarding education in Wales. However, with ongoing progress, reflection and monitoring, schools can measure the implementation of such changes and its impact on their school. Every school is different but share the common goal of providing the best possible education for their pupils and provide them with skills that are transferable to many areas of adult life. Ultimately, giving the appropriate time to identify contemporary issues and areas of growth in a school is an invaluable skill to have. By having schools ensure that all outcomes are shared collaboratively with each department, issues and strategies can be implemented to provide the best possible learning environment for pupils in their school.
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