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In most schools, ESTYN’s inspection evidence shows that there are not enough Welsh pupils achieving the highest standards (Welsh Assembly Government, 2010). According to the document ‘Developing higher-order literacy skills across the curriculum’, it states that the results of national and international assessments suggest that there is room for more-able learners in Wales to benefit further from stronger reading and writings skills (Welsh Assembly Government, 2010). In this essay, ‘Investigating Contemporary Issues in Secondary Education’ it will discuss School X’s response to the recommendation from their latest ESTYN inspection, of the need to improve literacy skills in particular the quality of pupil’s writing (ESTYN 2014). This essay will critically evaluate the efforts and strategies of the Religious Education department with in school X to develop all pupils literacy skills in the classroom. There will first be an overview of School X’s School Development Plan (Appendix 1), this will be followed by an evaluation of the role of strategic planning in the school and its importance. The essay will then go into further detail about why there is a priority to improve the quality of pupil’s writing, analysing the importance of literacy as an area for development. This essay will conclude with a critical and evaluative review of the relationship of School X’s performance and will recommend strategies supported by literature which would help improve the quality of pupil’s writing. 
In November 2018 School A developed into a new 3-16 co-educational school. Due to this conversion there is a lack of information about the school in the public domain and currently no School Development Plan. For the purpose of this essay I will instead be making reference to School X and its information prior to the conversion. 
School X is an English-medium 11 to 16 secondary school maintained by Neath Port Talbot local authority which currently enrols 790 pupils (ESTYN 2014). In the most recent ESTYM report 2014, it states 21% of pupils are eligible for free school meals, which is above the national average of 17.7% (ESTYN, 2014). Pupils are drawn from the communities of Coed Hirwaun, East and Central Port Talbot and the Afan Valley, with 24% of pupils living in the 20% ‘most deprived areas in Wales’ (ESTYN, 2014). School X pupils are from the full ability range, with the percentage of special needs being around 22.5%, and 1.9% pupils have a statement of additional needs (Appendix 1). 1% of pupils who have a statement of special educational needs is below the national average 2.6% (ESTYN, 2014). Nearly all of the pupils at school X speak English as their first language, with 1.4% of pupils being able to speak fluent welsh, and 5.1% of pupils speaking English as an additional language (Appendix 1). 
Most school improvement literature suggests that strategic planning is the most effective way to achieve results (Ouston, 2003). Fidler explains the term strategy includes both ‘a strategic aim and the means of achieving that aim. It is the destination and the route map to get there’ (Fidler 2002, pg. 10). Strategic planning is therefore all about setting a goal and developing strategies to reach it. There are several key features which identify a change as strategic (Fidler, 2002). The change is almost always concerned with the longer term, five years or more, and takes into account pressures and influences from outside the school (Fidler, 2002). According to Davies and Ellison (2003, preface xvii) the challenge of planning is twofold, with the first action ‘to ensure that it builds on the short-term action planning frameworks of schools development/improvement planning to encompass a longer time frame’. Davies and Ellison (2003) claims that good short -term and strategic planning need to be combined, in order to building sustainability into school development.
ESTYN’s annual report for 2012 – 13 highlighted that just over a quarter of Welsh school’s self-evaluation and planning for improvement could be improved (Welsh Government, 2014). As a result of the lack of planning for improvement, the Minister for Education and Skills has set out a programme for education reform in Wales, which was made to raise standards of education and improve learner outcomes (Welsh Government, 2014). In 2014 the Welsh Government made it a requirement that all schools in Wales have a School Development Plan (Welsh Government, 2014). 
A School Development Plan (SDP) is a plan, which sets out actions a school will take to improve learner outcomes (Welsh Government, 2014). Fidler (2002) strategic management model explains how a school might approach forming a SDP. The strategic management model has three conceptual stages and three action steps (Fidler, 2002). The first stage is ‘Strategic analysis,’ this stage investigates questions like ‘how are we doing? Or what might be needed in the future?’ (Fidler 2002, Pg. 86). This stage involves an evaluation of the current state of the schools and involves collecting data both inside and outside of the school (Fidler 2002, pg. 86). The second stage is ‘Strategic choice,’ this involves looking at the results from the previous self-evaluation and begin to prepare strategic options to reach where they to be (Filder 2002, Pg. 86). The last stage is ‘Strategic implementation,’ this stage lasts over several years as the plan is applied throughout the school (Fidler 2002, Pg. 86). Fidler further explains that to carry out the three conceptual stages there are three action steps: deciding how to plan, deciding how to choose and deciding how to plan and implement (Fidler 2002, Pg. 86). 
Davies and Ellison (1992) argue that all schools need to plan, if the school is to be efficient and effective in achieving the goals set. The Welsh Government (2014) argue this is ‘essential in ensuring that everyone has a commitment to the school’s improvement agenda’. Therefore, for the most effective development plan, all school partners and stakeholder should be involved in the planning process (Welsh Government, 2014). The SDP should be ‘the single means of capturing the school’s improvement priorities and strategies’ (Welsh Government, 2014). Schools should ensure that the completed SDP is given to all staff, governors and made available to parents on request (Davies and Ellison 1992). The SDP being made available for all, ensures that everyone knows the school’s priorities and the strategies they have put in place to achieve their goals. In literature it is suggested that schools that use strategic planning for school improvement, instead of relying on disorganised change, benefit from several positive outcomes (Outson, 2003). These positive outcomes include improved performance and improved decision making (Outson,2003). 
In large secondary schools, there may be strong departments within the school which feel that they have an identity and are the unit for action at an intermediate level of the whole school (Fidler 2002, Pg. 89 - 90). These departments create their own strategic priorities and their own mini-strategic plans, which need to be consistent with the strategic plan for the entire school (Fidler 2002, Pg. 90) This strategic formation is known as the ‘bottom-up’ approach (Fidler 2002, Pg. 90). Fidler argues one of the biggest issues taking this ‘bottom-up’ approach is that departments fail to recognise the importance of the whole school priorities and focus to much on their own priorities (Fidler 2002, Pg. 90). 
While most school improvement literature suggests this strategic planning is the best way for school improvement, there are many writers who disagree. Fullan argues against strategic planning and in particular against the strong top-down leadership (Ouston, 2003). Unlike Fidler, Fullan proposes that instead of taking a top-down leadership approach, school teachers need to instead take a ‘personal moral purpose’ and need to be involved in the school improvement process (Ouston 2003, Pg. 253). As well as this, educational planning has its problems. Davies and Ellison (1992) agree that educational planning is very difficult. They explain that when a rational approach is used in education planning, there are diverse views about education aims and goals, within the school and the wider community (Davies and Ellison 1992, Pg.3). When common goals have been agreed, difficulties still arise during the planning process because people will disagree on how to achieve these goals (Davies and Ellison, 1992). Despite these problems most writers still believe the strategic planning approach is the most appropriate method (Davies and Ellison, 1992).
The School Development Plan (Appendix 1) was written in November 2017 and is put together into three sections, school context which includes National and Local priorities, Estyn outcomes, school priorities, the 2017/18 school development plan and 2017/19 school development plan. School X takes a top-down approach in its planning for school development. This is clear as there is no department plan available. With no departmental plan, there is no clear focus what the department needs to improve on. One recommendation I would make to improve school development is to ensure all departments have a clear departmental plan, which includes responsibilities, actions and timescales to ensure the right actions are taken to improve literacy skills (Welsh Government, 2014).
The Welsh Government (2014) emphasises the importance of the process of self-evaluation and improvement planning, and that is central to ‘supporting advances in school improvement, professional learning and learner outcomes (Welsh Government 20014, P.g 8). The key national and local priorities informing the school development plan are 1. standards, 2. wellbeing and attitudes to learning, 3. teaching and learning experiences, 4. care, support and guidance and 5. Leadership (Appendix 1). Having read the national and local priorities set out by the welsh government, School X reflected upon their performance as a school and used this as a basis to decide which priorities their school needed to focus on. 
The SDP further address the ESTYN outcomes from the April 2014 report, where the school’s current performance and prospects for improvement were judged Good (ESTYN 2014). School X were given 5 recommendations (Appendix 3). In view of ESTYN’s recommendations and reviewing the areas for development from the school evaluation report, the governing body, headteacher and school staff worked together to determine which areas of improvement should be prioritised (Appendix 1). School X introduced three main areas for improvement for 2017-2018. They are as follows: to improve the quality of pupils writing, to improve pupil’s numeracy skills and to increase pupil’s resilience towards learning. These three main areas for improvement will be measured by the school’s performance, for example looking at the number of pupils who achieve a L5+ English (Appendix 1). 
Regarding the priority to improve the quality of pupils’ writing there are several factors that need improving. For example, the organisation of ideas and extending them in greater detail, an accurate use of a range of punctuality, grammar and sentence structure. There is also room for improvement when using language to suit the intended audience and writing to serve different purposes. For more improvement see Appendix 1. Actions set out to improve these factors are: including more written tasks, which are varied (different purpose, audience) and more time pieces of writing. With the use of Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) to assess pieces of writing and give specific and accurate feedback to pupils, School X believes they can improve these factors.
There are several factors that need to be better when improving pupils’ numeracy skills. These include, appropriate use of calculator with percentages, problem solving and numerical reasoning tasks.  Improving the organisation and communication of pupils’ written numeracy work. See Appendix 1 for more improvements. Actions set out to improve these are the use of How to Guides for Numeracy and ensure all pupils are equipped with and can use an appropriate calculator. 
Regarding the priority to increase the pupils’ resilience towards learning there are several improvements that need to be made. For example, positivity and engagement towards learning, with the willingness to attempt each task. One key factor that needs improvement is pupils having the ability to apply new or previously acquired skills to new problems / situations. Actions set out to improve these factors are the use or removal of scaffolding / support resources and giving pupils the opportunity to apply new and existing skills in new contexts and to new situations. 
For this essay I have chosen to discuss the priority to improve the quality of pupils writing, and what strategies the school have implemented to improve this. Welsh Government (2017) argues that ‘well developed literacy and numeracy skills are key to enabling learners to play an active, confident role in society, well equipped to meet the demands and expectations of life in the twenty-first century.’ Despite schools making steady progress implementing the National Literacy Framework (LNF) in schools since 2013, more needs to be done to ensure literacy skills are being developed in all schools (Welsh Government, 2017). The SDP for school X acknowledges the national and local priorities and introduces improving the quality of pupils writing as its first priority of the school (Appendix 1). With many of School X’s pupils joining the school with a language deficit, this impacts the quality of their writing. This language deficit causes many of the pupils ‘to speak and write with grammatical inaccuracy, have a smaller vocabulary to call upon and find it difficult to organise and extend their ideas in detail’ (Appendix 1). In the recent increase focus of competence in literacy being a responsibility for all teach and having writing in all assessment areas, this means pupils are disadvantaged. 
School X recognises this is an area for improvement and that all departments must respond to the need of developing literacy skills in the classroom, with the idea being that all teachers are teachers of literacy, ‘in a way that supports the subject or theme they are teaching’ (Welsh Government, 2017). To improve the quality of pupils writing, School X have introduced 3 priority actions, improve consistency of quality of teaching and learning, improve consistency of quality of assessment and feedback and develop appropriate interventions (Appendix 1). Each of these priority actions, include separate actions to take (Appendix 1). Throughout my essay I will now discuss these actions in detail, critically evaluating the progress the RS department have made, what measures could be further taken to drive the improvement of literacy skills further. 
[bookmark: _Hlk536129306]Over recent years, one of the most common messages in the annual report of Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Education and Training in Wales has been that pupils need better literacy skills and that this should be a priority for all schools (ESTYN 2015, Pg. 1). OFSTED (2013) emphasises that that there too many pupils leaving schools without the ‘the confident and secure literacy skills they need to thrive as adults.’ The National Literacy Trust updated its State of nation review on literacy in 2012 and found that ‘one in every six adults struggles with literacy, with a literacy level below the expected of an 11-year-old’ (OFSTED, 2013). With this statistic it is clear how important developing literacy skills is and that each school should make this a clear focus within all departments.  Previous reports by OFSTED have shown that low levels of achievement are often associated with pupils’ levels of deprivation. A survey completed in 2009 by the Department of Children, Schools and Families showed that ‘only 33% of pupils known to be eligible for free school meals (FSM) achieved C or higher in English, compared to 62% of non‐FSM pupils’ (OFSTED,2013). It further found that there was a 32% gap between pupils in areas of greatest deprivation who achieved Level 5 at the end of Key Stage 3 than those pupils in areas of least deprivation (OFSTED, 2013).
According to Estyn, that while some pupils do well in tests in English and Welsh, they do not always transfer these skills to other subjects (ESTYN 2015, Pg.1). This suggest that pupils find it difficult to transfer the skills they have learnt in English and Welsh to other subjects within the school. It is emphasised that it is these skills are what will help pupils progress in other areas and later on in adult life (ESTYN 2015). In September 2013, the Welsh Government published the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework, which established national expectations for pupil’s learning, and the introduction of national tests in both reading and numeracy (National Assembly for Wales, 2013). The Literacy and Numeracy Framework became a statutory requirement from September 2013 and was designed ‘to stretch pupils and raise the bar’ (National Assembly for Wales, 2013).  The LNF is used as a curriculum planning tool that supports all teachers to embed literacy and numeracy in their teaching and plan for it within their scheme of work. The LNF sets out the skills they expect’s learners to develop throughout their time in school, from ages 5-14. Which is then further broken down into school year groups. 
Despite the LNF becoming a statutory requirement in 2013, ESTYN’s report ‘Literacy in key stage 3: An interim report’ it is suggested that even with the LNF being introduced in schools, there is still room for development, with one of their main findings being ‘progress in implementing the framework has been slower than expected  for several reasons, including the short lead-in period not allowing schools time to prepare well enough’ (ESTYN 2015, Pg. 3). 
This room for improvement can be seen in School X’s ESTYN report 2014 (ESTYN 2014). While school X is making good progress in implementing the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework and has a clear strategy to raise standards and ensure learners are reaching their full potential, there are aspects of literacy such as extended-writing that need to be improved and embedded in practice (ESTYN 2014). One of the recommendations found in SDP from ESTYN was to ‘increase the opportunities for all pupils to develop their extended writing skills’ across the school (Appendix 1). While pupil progress in developing literacy was also considered a strength from the school evaluation report, it was also noted as area for improvement (Appendix 1). 
The SDP clearly states that the school wants to improve the consistency of quality of teaching and learning, to improve consistency of quality of assessment and feedback and to develop appropriate interventions (Appendix 1). In response to the recommendations made by ESTYN (2014) ‘to increase opportunities for all pupils to develop their extended writing’, and the national and local priorities, School X have put several strategies in place to improve literacy skills across the school.
One action that has been implemented across the school and I have observed being done in the RE department is DIRT time and review. This is designated time given to students to review, edit their work and responds to teacher’s comments, all of which is done in purple pen. In Beere and Gilbert’s book, ‘The perfect OFSTED Lesson’ DIRT is one of the simple steps to be performed for a perfect lesson (Beere and Gilbert, 2012). It is highlighted that when inspectors are assessing progress over time, they will inspect books and see if pupils have responded to your feedback (Beere and Gilbert 2012, pg.42). Setting time aside for DIRT time, allows pupils to read teacher comments and reply to them and complete any errors they have made. This not only makes teachers feedback effective, it increases pupils’ understanding of expectations and improves their work.
Another approach School X has taken to improve literacy skills is explicit teaching of Tier 2 Vocabulary to all classes (Appendix 2). Within School X vocabulary is one of their main priorities as they feel the lack of understanding from pupils is mainly a result of them not knowing the meaning of enough words. If pupils don’t know or are unsure of a word they cannot fully access the questions being asked or the text in front of them. School X have found that this is a case for pupils in all subjects and have emphasised it is vital for all departments to address this issue and ensure pre-teaching of vocabulary is carried out in their lessons (Appendix 2). I have observed and carried this out within the RE department where the objective is to pre-teach enough vocabulary for the student to understand the questions being asked and the text in front of them. One way of teaching new vocabulary is using word maps, this is one strategy the RE department has applied throughout their scheme of work (Appendix 4). A word map ‘is a visual organizer that promotes vocabulary development’ (Reading Rockets). Using word maps has allowed students to make sense of words, sentences and whole texts which engages directly with the LNF (Welsh Government, 2014 A). 
One action made by the school was the creation of PLC to develop reading approaches. In January 2018, there was the introduction of Reading VIPERS to structure teaching of reading and content for writing, followed by staff training (Appendix 1). ‘VIPERS’ is a reading strategy designed by Literacy Shed (Appendix 2). VIPERS stand for Vocabulary, Infer, Predict, Explain, Retrieve and Summarise/sequence. Within a lesson, teachers can teach all of the VIPERS skills or just one individual skill that is relevant to their lesson. Although a lot of time has gone into this programme, I had not observed or heard of the strategy until a professional development session on literacy in December 2018, despite it being rolled out in January 2018. In order to make progress, School X need to reinforce this concept with all departments in order to achieve priority 1, ‘to improve the quality of pupils’ writing’ (Appendix 1).
Another strategy the RE department has introduced is the inclusion of GCSE type questions in KS3, with one piece of extended writing to be completed by each pupil per term. This provides students with a greater challenge and gives students the opportunity to develop their writing stamina ready for KS4 (Appendix 1). According to Allison and Tharby (2015), students find it motivating when they are studying something above the level they are working at. School X are not only setting high expectations for their students, but they are also making students aware that they are doing so (Allison and Tharby 2015). However, while this is a good strategy for school X to roll out, it is important that they remember that pupils need to be guided towards these challenging questions, otherwise pupils will enter the panic zone and feel overloaded with information (Allison and Tharby 2015).
As well this, the RE department has introduced modelling into their scheme of work, which is considered a ‘vital element’ to teaching (Allison and Tharby 2015, Pg.91). According to Allison and Tharby, for students to learn how to do something correctly, students need to watch and listen to teachers, as they guide them through the process, before they can do it themselves (Allison and Tharby 2015). The RE department uses live modelling in the classroom, where a teacher is ‘live writing’ at the front of the class, with the help of the students (Allison and Tharby 2015, Pg. 94). This is beneficial for students as it not only shows students the ‘decision-making process that leads to a successful piece of writing,’ it shows them what is expected and guides them so that they will be able to it themselves. As well as live modelling in the classroom, the RE department also produces model answers in advance. Students are given a model answer and are asked to identify what aspects of the mark scheme are in the model answer. Giving students a model answers, helps them identify what is needed to achieve a good quality answer. Researches and classroom teachers suggest this is a ‘effective teaching method’ especially when taking students through challenging or difficult tasks (Allison and Tharby 2015). However, school X must remember when modelling in the classroom, it is important to consider the work the students will be completing after the modelling task. Allison and Tharby (2005 pg.100) explain that ‘if how and where the learning will be transferred are not carefully though through, modelling becomes a copying exercise, actively preventing any independent thought’. Essentially this would make the modelling exercise pointless.
Having read the SDP for School X and critically reviewed how the school is responding to the priorities outlined and what they are doing to improve, there are few actions the school could take to drive their initiative further. 
Firstly, I would recommend School X makes their aim to plan and carry out departmental development plans. While Welsh Ministers made School Development Plans a regulation for all schools in 2014 (Welsh Government 2014), it can be argued a departmental development plan is just as important. If departments had their own individual development plan, they would have a clear focus on what as a department they need to directly improve on. For example, while the School as a whole may need to improve on pupils writing skills, for the RE department this could be one of their strengths and instead they need to focus on pupils oracy skills. Implementing school departmental plans will help the school achieve their aims. 
Another recommendation I would suggest for school X is to ‘monitor and evaluate the impact of strategies for improving pupils’ literacy skills’, which is a recommendation Estyn has made for all schools (ESTYN 2015). While I could access the SDP and its actions to improve pupil’s literacy skills, there was no documentation made available on the impact these strategies had. Only from my observations within the RE department I have seen the impact these strategies have had and cannot speak on behalf of the whole school and all of its pupils. This seems to be an issue in most schools, as according to Estyn, the assessment and monitoring of pupils’ literacy skills remain under-developed.’ Monitoring the impact these new strategies have made will benefit the school and show what strategies are working and what needs to be revaluated (ESTYN 2015).
[bookmark: _Hlk536309071][bookmark: _Hlk536309277]While the rebranding of the library was a good idea to encourage pupils to read widely, there are other actions School X need to take to emphasise the importance of reading. While it is a school rule for all pupils to have a book with them every day to read during registration, from my observations most students come to school without one. After reading the case study of ‘Kirk Hallam Community, Technology and Sports College, Derbyshire: Becoming a reading school’ as well as having core reading time, the literacy coordinator prepared activities for tutors, for example reading short articles about topics that pupils will find interesting (OFSTED 2013). Kirk Hallam Community, Technology and Sports College create activities based on the articles read, to ensure pupils have understood the information (OFSTED 2013). Carrying the strategy used by Kirk Hallam Community, Technology and Sports College and the core reading session during registration would encourage pupils to read widely and further develop the content of their writing (OFSTED 2013)  
The OFSTED report ‘Removing the barriers to literacy’ inspectors found that ‘the most successful schools 
emphasised that there was no ‘eureka’ moment, that is to say, specific or unusual practice. Rather, they made what one school described as ‘painstaking adjustments’ to what they did when their monitoring provided evidence of weaknesses and they stuck with what worked’. 
(OFSTED 2013, Pg. 5)
Having read this, a last suggestion would be that School X should continue with the strategies they already have in place e.g. modelling in the classroom, pre-teaching vocabulary. Speaking on behalf of the RS department the strategies they have applied in the classroom so far has increased the literacy skills of most pupils and has increased the opportunities for all pupils to develop their extended writing. Regarding the actions I have yet to see within the RE department, e.g. VIPERS, I suggest the school puts further emphasise on this strategy so they can evaluate whether it works or needs improvements. 
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