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Investigating Contemporary Issues in Secondary Education

In 2013 the Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) was introduced by the Welsh Government with the aim of helping learners develop excellent literacy and numeracy skills during their time in education. This statutory framework addressed the fact that Wales had fallen behind the rest of the UK in terms of childhood literacy and looked at how schools might counter this deficit. Given that literacy has become a national priority for the provision of education in Wales, schools are still struggling to reach the expected standards for literacy. The 2015 PISA results showed that Wales was once again behind the rest of the UK and performing particularly badly in reading. Considering ongoing contemporary issues in secondary education, this paper will focus on the current standards of literacy at my first placement school, the strategies already in place to improve literacy across the curriculum, and the steps necessary for further improvement across the school. 

In order for a school to effectively implement change, strategic planning needs to take place. Strategic planning in its simplest form is a principled approach to managing change, helping a school go from its current standing to where it needs to be, whilst ensuring accountability. In short, it is a strategic plan for school improvement, with a focus on learner outcomes (Welsh Government, 2014).
To improve students’ academic achievements, education systems need to have a coherent and well-designed improvement strategy (Chukwumah, 2015). This is true not only at national level, or within a local authority, but also within an individual school and its departments. Strategic planning in secondary schools need to be a tool that provides strong leadership and a clear direction for stakeholders, senior management, and teachers alike. A School Improvement Plan (SIP) is essential for strategic planning, however schools that have failed to carry out effective strategic planning have done so through careless preparation of SIP’s (Chukwumah, 2015).
A good school improvement plan embraces national priorities, as well as those of the local education authority, and the school’s own vision for self-improvement. It should be a living document that relies on the system using it to be responsive and dynamic, acknowledging that systematic school improvement adapts as it progresses, rather than being fixed on a singular trajectory (Chang, 2008). This is an aspect mirrored in the fact that there is no perfect formula for strategically implementing change in a school (Chang, 2008). As no two schools are alike, neither are their interpretations of strategic planning. Approaches are individualised and should, in theory, enable the school to best implement new initiatives. However, regardless of approach and actions for implementation, good strategic development in education can be broken down into four main stages: analysis, planning, implementation and evaluation. In short, to be successful in strategic development, schools must analyse their current standing and identify their areas for improvement, construct a plan that will enable them to achieve the objectives they have identified, implement the initiatives chosen to bring them closer to their goals, then evaluate the efficacity of their actions and document the impact. It is important, however, to remember that this is a cyclical process that does not stop at evaluation, but rather returns to analysis of the situation for the process to begin again.
One thing to keep in mind is that having a comprehensive SIP is not enough in itself. Effective strategic planning is not just putting everything down on paper, but more importantly a case of effectively communicating that strategy to those concerned; especially those who need to implement these initiatives in their classrooms (Chukwumah, 2015). What should be clear in any development plan is the school’s vision for the future, the necessity for whole school cooperation, and a definite purpose which is understood by all concerned.
Considering the ambitions of the new Welsh curriculum, and the challenges to come whilst schools find how best to implement Successful Futures, strategic planning is going to be essential in facilitating sustainable school improvement (Welsh Government 2014). The school improvement plan should clearly set out the actions to be taken in order to improve learner outcomes, as well as addressing national educational priorities (Welsh Government, 2014). The true test of the effectiveness of a school’s strategic planning is seen in the progress made by learners rather than the creation of the plan itself. 
In order to construct a comprehensive school improvement plan, a school needs to partake in honest self-evaluation. A school must evaluate their current performance, taking into account their strengths as well as areas for improvement. Effective school development does not only consider improvements that need to be made but also the strengths that are already present, strengths that can be built upon and celebrated, both school-wide and further afield (Welsh Government, 2014).
Identifying areas for improvement will usually stem from data analysis, whether that’s qualitative data such as inspection reports, or quantitative data such as learner attainment levels and national test scores. The plan itself should pinpoint the school’s priorities for improvement, the targets within those priorities, the expected outcomes of meeting those targets and the strategies to meet them (Welsh Government, 2014).
Research has shown that the schools that struggle to use their improvement plans to bring about effective change tend to be those in which teaching staff do not have a good understanding of the change process (Smith et al, 1997; Rutherford, 2009). Staff, teaching and otherwise, need sufficient time and information in order to understand the model of change, as well as the reason for this change being initiated in the first place (Rutherford, 2009). If those expected to implement change and deliver the desired outcomes do not comprehend how or why it is to be done, we cannot expect initiatives involved to be successful. 
School improvement plans are not fixed documents, they should be considered live. This means they need to be “monitored during the development cycle and formally reviewed and revised at least annually”. In short, it is not written and then shelved but regularly consulted and amended so it reflects the current context of the school (Welsh Government, 2014). 

In order to adhere to ethical guidelines (BERA 2018), I will refer to my placement school as School X throughout this paper. School X is an 11-16 mixed community school based in South Wales. There are 635 pupils registered at the school, with 23% on the free school meals (FSM) register, 21% presenting additional learning needs (ALN) and 3% speaking English as an additional language (EAL). The school’s catchment area includes 37% of pupils who live in 20% of the most deprived areas in Wales. 
School X’s school improvement plan (SIP) mirrors the current educational priorities in Wales, with the improvement of literacy across the curriculum being a primary focus (see Appendix 1). This emphasis on literacy stems from School X’s 2015 Estyn inspection, which stated that planning and provision for cross curriculum literacy needed to improve. The need for strategic improvement for whole school literacy was also highlighted in the ERW recommendations from 2018 (see Appendix 4), which found that students had limited writing skills and were not able to apply said skills across the curriculum. As a result, improvement of writing, not just literacy, is a specific focus in the SIP. 
At School X, every member of teaching staff is expected to be a teacher of literacy. This means that every department is required to provide ample opportunity for pupils to develop their skills in oracy, reading and writing within their lessons. To do this, issues with literacy need to be tackled not only at a whole school level but also at a departmental level. All teachers should be working towards the same outcome, allowing learners to improve their literacy skills and fulfil their potential across the curriculum (Welsh Assembly Government, 2010). 
Improving literacy skills also features heavily in the French departmental improvement plan (DIP) (see Appendix 2), although this is predominantly linked to building skills for the new WJEC GCSE specification (which saw a drop in School X’s pass rate), rather than simply needing to improve literacy provision across all year groups. The DIP demonstrates an understanding that literacy is at the core of the subject itself, rather than a statutory add-on (Didau, 2014). The priorities highlighted are the need for better opportunities to develop spontaneous speaking during class, as well as the need to work on listening and reading skills to help students extract the relevant information from extended passages of listening activities. Whilst these priorities appear in a subject specific context, they could be applied to any subject within the school. It is also worth noting that French was one of only two subject areas that was identified as giving sufficient opportunity for student writing (see Appendix 3).
One of the most significant factors when considering whole school literacy is that there is huge disparity in terms of basic literacy skills when arriving at School X. We can see this in the fact that the reading ages of pupils in Year 7 span from 6 years 2 months to 14 years 9 months. This means that some pupils are starting secondary education with reading capabilities 5 years below that which is expected of them. Without addressing the reading deficit, pupils cannot be expected to also write at an age appropriate level, let alone use academic register (Arnbak). Conversely, those arriving with literacy capabilities far beyond what is expected of their age cannot be receiving the necessary support for their skills to progress, especially when we consider that all year 7 classes are mixed ability save for core subjects. When addressing the issue of literacy, it is important to remember that it is not only the weaker students that need support in order to progress. 
It is important to highlight that these difficulties concerning basic literacy are a country wide problem, not just an issue at School X. The National Assembly for Wales’ research paper on Literacy and Numeracy highlighted the deterioration of Wales’ performance in the 2009 PISA tests, but expected to see a significant improvement in the 2015 PISA results due to the introduction of the LNF (2013). However, this was not the case. If we look at recent PISA test results for the UK, Wales trails behind in all three categories. In 2015, Wales had a reading score of 477, putting them 16 points behind Scotland (NI and English scored 497 and 500 respectively). These results showed that Wales was not only behind the rest of the UK, but also showed further decline for Wales compared to the 2009 results.

Estyn’s interim report on literacy in 2015 found that whilst many schools had been quick to take on board the LNF and teachers had an increased awareness of issues surrounding literacy, pupils’ levels of literacy remained largely unchanged. Countrywide, the quality of planning has improved, and further opportunities are being given, but Ann Keane, Chief Inspector, states that “literacy needs to be kept as a top priority for schools” (Estyn, 2015).
When we evaluate the relevant literature, the picture that emerges is that of a society that is struggling due to having underdeveloped literacy skills. Ofsted has said that despite an ever-present focus on literacy “too many pupils still emerge from our schools without the confident and secure literacy skills needed to thrive as adults” (2013). Statistics show that 12% of the Welsh population do not reach a Level 1 in basic literacy skills. However, poor literacy skills are not unique to Wales, it is an issue affecting the rest of the UK and Europe. 17% of European children are leaving school without the ability to even understand their school (OECD, 2013). It is for this reason that schools need to be clear on why literacy is so important, and not only in the context of statutory framework. This is not only about improving various test scores but preparing young people for the world beyond their education. 
As previously referenced, implementing change whilst ensuring good teaching and learner outcomes is reliant on thorough planning (DCSF, 2009). This planning can only be successfully implemented if the school has a unified staff, committed to change and excited by teaching (Rutherford, 2009). Herein lies the problem. When teaching staff do not see literacy as their responsibility, they cannot be expected to embrace cross-curricular literacy initiatives (Ofsted, 2013). The school needs to make it explicit that literacy is a whole school priority and thus a whole school responsibility. It is not to remedy any perceived teaching deficiencies in the English department (Ofsted, 2013) but something that should be at the core of every lesson regardless of department or subject (Didau, 2014).
A reluctance from teaching staff to take on personal responsibility for cross-curricular literacy is one of the biggest barriers to significant improvement across the school (Barton, 2013). In the words of David Didau, “if we’re not teaching literacy well, we’re teaching it badly” (Didau, 2014). This aversion to literacy teaching is not due to wanting to be difficult, but rather a lack of understanding, and thus a lack of confidence in a teacher’s own ability to address these needs effectively within the classroom. A key factor in combatting this phenomenon appears to be the need for teachers to undergo the self-evaluation and improvement process themselves. Whilst well-educated, literate beings, teachers and their departments need to periodically refresh their own knowledge about writing (DCSF, 2019) if they are to understand the curriculum demands and be in the best position to help their students to progress. In addition to being confident in their own literacy skills, it is important that staff receive adequate training in literacy teaching. Schools which provide comprehensive training to all staff and push staff to include literacy objectives within their schemes of work have been shown to see a noticeable improvement in standards of literacy across all subjects (Ofsted, 2013).  
With regards to the relationship between MFL and literacy, there is little research to show a positive correlation between studying a modern foreign language and improved literacy skills. However, it is evident that learners with good literacy skills can make better progress in their language studies than those who have difficulties with oracy, reading and writing.  Given the new curriculum’s emphasis on creating global citizens (Donaldson, 2015), increased MFL uptake will be integral to helping Wales become an international training nation (British Council, 2018). The joining of Languages, Literacy and Communication as one, along with the Welsh Governments’ goal of 1,000,000 Welsh speakers by 2050 points towards an education system that needs to promote multilingualism. For this to be successful, literacy skills need to not only be used across the curriculum but also challenged in order for students to progress.  
With languages placing high literacy demands on learners, it is understandable that uptake has fallen in recent years. If a child struggles with basic literacy in their native tongue across the curriculum, these difficulties are only going to be amplified in a language where they have limited vocabulary, less understanding of grammar and syntax, and do not have the confidence to communicate verbally with clear intent. 
The two main points I would like to take from the above is that cross-departmental collaboration will be an invaluable tool for improving literacy, and that oracy, or more specifically verbal communication, tends to be the most often neglected aspect of basic literacy. Successful Futures states that literacy needs to be a cross-curricular responsibility (2015). Thus, if cross-departmental collaboration is promoted as a tool for literacy improvement, departments will be able to better identify and address the specific skills deficits within their subjects. 
On the subject of oracy, it is not something that can be avoided yet is so often neglected. It is possible to come across lessons that don’t require pupils to read or write for the entire session, but it would be difficult to find a lesson that does not involve oracy. Given the disparity between a child’s everyday language and academic register, oracy can be a tool to bridge that gap, as well as an opportunity to develop critical thinking using the clarify, probe and recommend model (Didau, 2014). If we simplify literacy into understanding and communication, we can see that a child’s first foray into literacy is listening to what is said to them and eventually learning how to replicate those sounds before learning how to construct a coherent verbal response. However, once children begin to read and write the focus moves away from oral practice. Talking is a profound cognitive skill which has the ability to change the way we think (Didau, 2014) and is often the most underdeveloped aspect within literacy. Talk is essential for linguistic development and if we are to improve our pupils’ capacities to express themselves verbally, we first need to improve teacher talk (Alexander, 2012). From the moment the school day begins, teachers are modelling speech for the students they teach and the students they interact with. In a digital society where language and speech, even amongst teachers, is becoming more informal, teachers need to make themselves good examples to their students. Through their interaction with their learners, teachers are providing pupils with a toolkit to success, or failure, and as such there is requirement that they maintain some distance from everyday language and guide pupils towards the academic register they will need to succeed in their subjects (Didau, 2014). If a child does not speak in a register appropriate for school, they cannot be expected to write academically at the level that is demanded of them. 
In terms of reading and writing, many pupils make mistakes and do not have strategies in place to help them learn from those mistakes. Whilst reading and writing come naturally to some, other pupils engage in reading tasks with no idea how to extract the information they need (Didau, 2014). When spelling errors are corrected, students still proceed to misspell words. If correcting a word is not enough, pupils need to be taught strategies to help them remember the correct spellings. Literacy is a skillset that needs to be challenged and developed, and that cannot be done if the only feedback they receive is “correct” or “wrong”. Those with literacy skills benefit from understanding the processes they use whilst those who struggle need support to find strategies that will work for them. 
Whilst literacy may seem like a teacher burden, it is a whole school priority. This means that it should also be a priority for the students. For them, it isn’t necessary to signpost everything they do as literacy (Barton, 2013), but to create a hyperliterate school environment that teaches strategies for improvement. Students need to look at and understand success criteria, so they may produce work at the level expected of them. To improve writing, students need to be given opportunities to write. They need to be taught to proofread and self-evaluate. In raising awareness of these cross-curricular skills, and helping students develop their own strategies for improvement, literacy becomes a shared responsibility that requires meaningful interaction between teachers and their students. 

School X is embracing a number of initiatives in a bid to improve literacy across the curriculum. The school provides literacy intervention for those with a standardised score of less than 85 on the national reading tests (NRTs). Those scoring 85-90 are monitored by the ALNCo and the Literacy TA. On the whole pupils are retested annually but should the ALNCo or Literacy TA feel certain pupils are either making rapid progress or insufficient progress they will be retested sooner. Those who make sufficient progress will continue to be monitored for a period time. In addition to reading intervention, School X also provides spelling intervention for those identified through similar means. From September 2018, the literacy staff began to deliver Phonic Rocket as a form of literacy intervention in line with the same programme used at many of the feeder schools. 
To address the reading deficit, School X uses the Rapid Reading Plus programme. This is specifically for pupils identified as having a reading age of 9.3 or under. The weakest of the pupils receive daily sessions during form time, whilst others are periodically withdrawn from non-core subjects for intervention. Pupils are then tracked and monitored closely in order to ascertain progress. The efficacity of the Rapid Reading Plus program can be seen in a local authority pilot report. They selected a target group of 38 pupils and found that 31 of those pupils made gains in reading of at least 7 months, and 32 of those students made the same minimum progress in terms of comprehension age (NPTCBC, 2012). Given that 80% of the pupils involved made at least double their real time gains, School X has chosen an effective intervention method. 
The school also provides a Buddy Reading programme to provide additional support for students who do not qualify for RRP. The Buddy Reading programme focuses on students whose reading skills could benefit from encouragement and confidence building. Year 7 pupils enrolled on the programme typically have a reading age of 9.4-10.11, and are identified by the Literacy Coordinator after analysing relevant data. These pupils are then paired up with pupils from Year 10 who have received training in helping weaker readers. 
However, School X’s commitment to improving literacy is not just for those who are underperforming in reading. As of February 2019, a form time literacy programme is to be implemented, whereby form tutors are to dedicate at least one form time a week to their students completing activities from a literacy booklet which has been designed to target general literacy weaknesses across the school. In addition to these booklets, form tutors will also be expected to promote reading during form time and help students access relevant literature when necessary. 
In autumn 2018, a book scrutiny was conducted whereby a member of the Senior Leadership team and the Literacy Coordinator assessed quality and standards of writing across all curriculum subjects for 18 Key Stage 3 pupils selected at random. The findings showed that very few subject areas gave students sufficient opportunities to write at length, and that when writing spelling and grammar were often inaccurate (see Appendix 3). Some departments identified mistakes whilst others did not, and only half of those who identified errors in writing asked pupils to correct them. As a result of these findings, teaching staff have been directed to be more rigorous in their use of the school marking policy and be specific in setting literacy targets for improvement. Departments are also now required to provide better opportunities for extended writing and provide students with time to proofread and redraft their work for such tasks, which is an integral part of self-evaluation (Didau, 2014).
School X has a good track record for implementing change, with its targeted intervention programme for GCSE English students on the C/D border being cited as an example of good practice by the regional consortium (ERW, 2016). However, improving literacy is a whole school priority rather than single subject initiative, and as such is a more difficult endeavour. To improve the probability of successful implementation, School X needs to engage with current research relating to improving literacy and consult with schools who have already successfully implemented similar changes. 

In order for School X to effectively continue its work on improving literacy standards within the school, greater emphasis needs to be put on the fact that every teacher in every department needs to tackle the issue within their classroom. Departments need to be better aware of their responsibility for improving student literacy and act accordingly. Simple things such as correcting common misspellings and reinforcing the need for pupils to address these issues regardless of subject will make a difference. 
Given the reluctance of certain staff members to act as teachers of literacy, it is important to make staff aware of how literacy within their lessons will benefit them as educators. They need to see how it benefits them (Ofsted, 2013). The simplest way to express this is that good literacy supports better student learning and improves whole class experience. Without the necessary knowledge and competencies related to vocabulary, expression and thought control, pupils will not be able to keep up with the cognitive demands of their subjects (Ofsted, 2013), which often leads to disruption in the classroom. If literacy is embedded into each lesson instead of feared or neglected, with total commitment from staff across the school, the benefits will soon become apparent. Research shows that better literacy not only helps subject performance but also has a positive impact on pupil motivation and behaviour (Ofsted, 2013). 
An important aspect often overlooked when we consider literacy levels is the attainment gap for FSM pupils. When looking at the statistics, there is a clear relationship between FSM entitlement and pupil attainment (Mills, 2017). Schools with higher numbers of pupils on the FSM register have lower attendance figures and thus lower attainment levels. This may well be a factor for School X, which is situated in one of the highest wards for FSM in Wales. To put this in perspective, the national average across schools in Wales is 17% of pupils being on the FSM register. At School X, 23% of the pupils are listed as FSM. With the local authority’s commitment to improving literacy for FSM students in the ward reflected in a 1.3% increase in end of Key Stage 3 language levels (NPTCBC, 2017), School X should also consider directly addressing this as part of their plan for literacy improvement. When research shows that levels of achievement are so often related to pupils’ levels of deprivation (Ofsted, 2013), School X needs to actively acknowledge this issue and develop strategies that can be used school wide to bridge the attainment gap.

With the introduction of the LNF making good provision for literacy a statutory requirement for all schools, its implementation has not been as swift or efficacious as predicted. As this paper has tried to demonstrate, effecting change on such a large scale, both within a school and countrywide, is not a simple process. It is easy for an institute to state its objectives for change and take action but without the appropriate groundwork and support to manage the change, the chances for success are low. For a school to be able to successfully implement change it needs to have a good understanding of its current performance, so it may embrace its strengths and identify its areas for improvement. It also needs to construct a school improvement plan that has a clear vision for the school’s future and is accessible to those who are expected to manage and deliver the stated initiatives, for understanding of the change process is key to achieving improvement goals (Mbuga & Rarieya, 2013). 
The difficulty that arises with a priority as vast as improving literacy across the curriculum is that it takes whole school commitment. Every teacher must learn to see themselves as a teacher of literacy and model good literacy in how they speak, as well as write. For School X to improve the likelihood of successfully addressing their priority of literacy development, communication is key. Senior management need to make it clear that cross-curricular literacy can benefit every class, teachers need communicate to pupils what good literacy looks like in their subjects, and students need to be engaged in their own skills improvement rather than passive recipients of corrections or praise. Literacy for the sake of box ticking is not enough, it needs to be made meaningful for all those concerned. We, as educators, cannot ignore the fact that good literacy skills are going to be part of the foundation of a multilingual Wales with an international future; and that foundation needs to be built in school.
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