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Investigating Contemporary Issues in Secondary Education
This report will be investigating the current provision of digital technology within School X and how it can be best utilised to improve learning outcomes as per the School Improvement Plan. There will be some discussion surrounding the current issues in digital technologies in school using current studies and literature as well as a review of how School X has chosen to implement its objective and its progress to date. There will be recommendations of how School X can improve its current implementation of digital technology to ensure the best outcomes for all its learners.
School Context
School X is a large high-achieving English medium comprehensive school in the Vale of Glamorgan. Pupils regularly outperform the national average in GCSEs and A-Levels with over 80% of pupils achieving A*-C in 5 or more GCSEs including English and Mathematics and almost 90% of sixth form students obtaining A-C grades in their A-Levels. The Welsh Government categorises the school as Green under its National School Categorisation System, meaning the school is performing well compared to similar schools and receives minimum support days from the Consortia.
The number of pupils eligible for free school meals (FSM) is well below the national average for Wales as are the number of pupils with English as an Additional Language (EAL) and pupils from an ethnic minority background. FSM pupils currently perform below non-FSM pupils in external examinations, although these results may not be reliable due to the extremely low number of FSM pupils currently attending the school. The number of SEN pupils attending School X is also below the national average.
School X has quite a low school budget per pupil when compared to other schools in the local authority and any changes that must be made to make improvements have to take this into consideration.
Overview of the Improvement Plans
The School Improvement Plan (SIP) (Appendix 1) and the Departmental Improvement Plan (DIP) (Appendix 2) for Science have the same over-arching themes and points. The current SIP for 2017-20 is based around the views of the pupils and the wider school community as well as current legislative responsibilities, including the new Estyn Inspection Framework 2017 (Estyn, 2017). Using this, the leadership team at School X have agreed upon three key priorities:
1. Achieving exceptional standards
2. Outstanding care, support and guidance
3. Inspirational leadership and teaching
These priorities have been split into manageable objectives giving clear paths of how the school plans to achieve them.
In order to achieve exceptional standards, School X plans to improve the attainment of pupils with additional learning needs (ALN) in both literacy and numeracy, and raise the aspirations of the FSM pupils in the school in order to improve their performance in relation to the level 2 threshold. The main strategy to be used to attain this is the use of targeted intervention and one-to-one mentoring. In order to measure this, the school are planning to use attendance data and questionnaires to assess the pupil engagement, rather than relying solely on examination data. 
The guidance for FSM pupils also falls under the remit of providing outstanding care, support and guidance. School X is hoping to reduce low level disruption in the classroom via intervention and continuing professional development (CPD) for teachers, to ensure standardisation in the implementation of the behaviour policy, as well as trialling alternative motivation techniques, such as the use of rewards. This, again, will be assessed via pupil surveys. Pupil questionnaires will also be used to audit the wellbeing of the student population and to gauge the current attitude to learning for all pupils. The leadership team would like to ensure that the school community is made up of happy, engaged and supported children and plan to fully implement and embed the use of growth mindset. There is a plan to encourage and promote student voice throughout the school and to monitor student feedback to ensure that all pupils are satisfied and healthy individuals.
To be able to fulfil the last key priority of the SIP, the objectives include ensuring form tutor time becomes more productive and embedding the current partnership with Yr Athrofa to improve the initial teacher education (ITE) that is provided by the school. 
As School X is already high achieving, the majority of the objectives, apart from improving outcomes for specific subsets of pupils, are mostly related to pastoral improvements or improvements that can be made within the leadership team and school structure. Due to this, questionnaires and feedback are the primary methods of measuring how successful any improvements have been. It is important that opportunities for feedback and questioning are structured. As this type of information is not qualitative, it is more susceptible to mis-interpretation by the leadership team.
As previously mentioned, the DIP for Science (2018-19) is created around the same objectives and themes as the SIP. As such, the actions are similar, if not identical. However, there are some additional objectives outlined by the science department. The department plans to improve its programme for more able and talented (MAT) pupils by developing extra resources and wishes to improve the feedback given to pupils by encouraging teachers to self-review their marking processes as well as introducing whole department quality assurance with book checks. The science department is also implementing its own method to improve outcomes for certain groups of pupils. They would like to introduce interventions for pupils currently near grade boundaries in order to push them to achieve their best. This is hoped to be completed with parental discussion and using Google Classroom to give extra-curricular work to the pupils.
The value of strategic planning in schools
Strategic planning is used in many organisations, especially commercial, to allow them to be more responsive to changes such as trends and fluctuating demands for products (ECRA Group, 2015). More generally, it is used to identify where an organisation would like to be in the future, and giving them the tools to create the plan, tasks, and strategies in order to achieve this. Strategic planning is concerned with long term planning and aspirations (Fidler, 2000). However, a school is a massively different kind of organisation. It has no products or markets. The client choice is restricted to the school catchment area, there are different legal requirements and legislation and a level of funding that is not based on the needs of the school, but rather the number of pupils it manages to recruit (Fidler, 2000). How can strategic planning help schools to achieve their goals when there appears to be such fundamental differences?
When broken down further, strategic planning is used to develop strategies to help any organisation to achieve its goals in the most effective way. In education, there is a tendency to introduce legislation and policy to spark change without any guidance being introduced or developed to help realise improvements in learning (Rutherford, 2009). Rutherford (2009) suggests that planners in schools often react too quickly to any new legislation, without considering the capacity for change in the school and that it is important to fully embrace planning within the school.
In order for strategic planning to be successful within a school environment, it is important to consult any stakeholders such as staff, parents and students. Puamau and Teasdale (2005) suggest that not involving stakeholders encourages a lack of ownership in any plan and increases difficulties in implementation. This is corroborated by MacGilchrist (2004) who points out the importance in understanding that no two schools are the same. The culture of the school affects its ability to create improvements and this culture is created and shaped by its stakeholders.
The ability and willingness of schools to plan in the long term also has a significant impact on how successful strategic planning can be. A school needs to be willing to create frameworks and plans on three to five year cycles (ECRA Group, 2005), and this requires a sustained effort. However, Fidler (2000) discusses how it is important to note the pressures on schools to achieve quick results, especially for pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds, which can deter some schools from thinking in the long term. It is also difficult to sustain a long-term focus on teaching and learning (MacGilchrist, 2004) which can make it hard to embed strategic planning within schools. The National College for Teaching and Leadership (2014) identifies many shortcomings of strategic planning in schools including a lack of clarity surrounding planning from the outset – what exactly the school wants to achieve – and in the timescales needed in order to exact change.
Nevertheless, real examples have demonstrated the effectiveness of strategic planning in schools. Estyn (2018) have identified how strategic planning helped Bishop of Llandaff Church in Wales High School improve its inspection results and learning provision. The school broke down the change it had to make into five specific areas, and made explicit effort to involve all stakeholders. As was previously referenced as a requirement by ECRA Group (2005), the school allowed sufficient time and training to embed all new practices and have seen improved outcomes for all pupils and changed the whole culture and ethos of the school.
Whilst it can be hard for schools to fully embrace and implement strategic planning, it has been shown to greatly improve learning outcomes for pupils and to assist schools and their leaders in achieving their goals.
Improving learning outcomes by developing the use of digital technology
This report will concentrate on one of the common objectives between both improvement plans, “Developing the use of digital technology to improve learning outcomes”, how School X is currently working towards this, and any recommendations that could be made in order to improve outcomes.
The DIP (Appendix 2) describes how the science department plans to tackle this via implementation of the Digital Competence Framework (DCF) (Welsh Government, 2013). There is discussion surrounding the purchase of additional laptops for the department and trying to match current practice in the department to the DCF. However, there is no outline of how this may improve learning outcomes and how the department will measure this, whereas the SIP wants to specifically target developing the digital technology skills to improve learning outcomes. The DIP is on a smaller timescale than the SIP, one year compared to three, which may explain the discrepancy between the two. The department plans to have completed a full audit of the current use of digital technology as well as outlining any future additions that could be delivered by science. This is the first target for improvement outlined in the School Improvement Plan.
[bookmark: _GoBack]As a whole school, School X plans to audit the current provision for DCF as well as develop a baseline understanding of all teachers’ current digital skills. This will allow the school to better deploy staff and arrange training for all teachers in order to improve awareness of best practice in digital learning. There is then a target of establishing a whole school vision for digital learning and creating a separate improvement plan for technology and digital learning. By comparing this to the DIP, it’s clear the school is currently behind in its plans as the hope was for this to be fully in place by the beginning of the 2018-19 academic year, whereas it appears that the first audit step still had not been completed.
There is a larger emphasis on digital technology and its effective implementations throughout Welsh schools due to the changing nature of the Welsh curriculum. In ‘Successful Futures’, Donaldson (2015) makes several recommendations about those leaving education and entering the world of work. One of these is that Wales should be creating ‘ambitious, capable learners’ which includes being able to use digital technologies in a creative way in order to communicate and analyse effectively. The main reason for this recommendation is the nature of the changing world around us. Donaldson discusses how digital skills are utilised in the current modern workplace and suggests we should ensure that learners are able to enter this world. There is little discussion about how we should be using digital technologies to improve the learning outcomes of children but, in my opinion, this should be the main aim of changes in education. These recommendations led to the creation of the Digital Competence Framework (DCF) (Welsh Government, 2013) which, unfortunately, appears to have become a box ticking exercise for schools as seen in School X’s SIP where one of the current tasks is to audit the current use against the list in the DCF.
There is evidence that improving the use of digital technologies in school can increase pupil outcomes. It has been shown that where digital equipment is used effectively, learning is increased in Science and Maths (Scottish Government, 2015). Becta (2009) found gains via the use of digital technology were equivalent to an additional term’s progress in key stage three Science and, at GCSE level, the gains in Science were equivalent to pupils moving from a D to a C in their final exam. Biagi and Loi (2013) also found an improvement in outcomes in science, although these were under certain circumstances. It found that gamification had the most profound effect as well as ensuring there are a diverse range of activities for pupils to undertake. Becta (2009) also found that improved outcomes were not a guarantee. Higher achieving girls were found to have a much smaller improvement after using digital technologies in the classroom when compared to under-achieving boys. This suggests that improving digital use and literacy in schools in more deprived areas would have a larger impact on pupil outcomes.
Rodrigues and Biagi (2017) investigated the impact on pupils with a low socio-economic background further. By comparing PISA results for Europe, they found that the use of digital technology in school can compensate for a lack of technology at home and that the technology improves access to feedback for these pupils, leading to improved engagement. However, School X does not match this criteria. The school area is one of the least-deprived in Wales. Fortunately, further analysis found that there was no significant benefit for pupils from deprived areas when compared to their more well-off peers.
Becta (2009) also supports the wider school implementation of digital technologies as recommended by Donaldson (2015) and the DCF (2013). The improvement of results in Science was found when schools implemented digital technology as a whole school initiative across the entire curriculum, not just in individual subjects. This may become more apparent in Wales once the new curriculum is fully implemented in 2022 and beyond. Conversely, Higgin et al (2012) suggest that there isn’t a convincing case that digital technologies, alone, have an impact on learning outcomes, but rather that ensuring we use the technology effectively has a small positive effect. 
A review commissioned by the Scottish Government (2015) agrees with this. The use of digital technology is not effective when teachers themselves cannot use it correctly. Outcomes improve when teachers can effectively identify how they can best utilise the resources they have. Unfortunately, teachers currently have issues with this. Blackwell (2013) suggests that a lack of provision during initial teacher training (ITT) reduces teacher confidence in their abilities in information and communication technology (ICT). She also found that teachers needed training in order to change their teaching methods to be more learner-centred in order to make the most of ICT and exposure to technology over prolonged periods did not improve teacher use. It is important that in any plan to develop the use of digital technology addresses the confidence, or lack thereof, of teachers in delivering lessons through this medium.
The different methods of implementing digital technology throughout school can have very different consequences. Escueta et al. (2017) found that a computer for every pupil did not improve outcomes. This suggests that this is not the most effective way of using ICT in the classroom. It has also been suggested that paper books allow for far better reading comprehension than e-books, and that many teachers feel that digital technologies can cause unnecessary distractions (Makosa, 2013). However, one particular implementation has been shown to improve engagement. Digital communication with parents about attendance and results has been shown to improve engagement in lessons (Selwyn et al, 2011). Digital communication has increased the ease at which parents can access information including homework tasks and other school information, leading to pupils to perform better than they otherwise may have. Jewitt et al (2011) found that these ‘learning platforms’ facilitate whole school community discussion between pupils, staff and parents. The use of digital technology in this case improved outcomes through staff collaboration of resources, data being shared between staff and allowing learning to extend beyond the school gates and into the home.  
However, it is important to note the methods used to investigate how effective digital technology is in improving outcomes. Many studies use written exam answers to assess learning which contrasts with the nature of digital technology (Becta, 2009). It has also been noted that much data is anecdotal and based in teacher perception rather than quantitative, statistical results (Makosa, 2013). There is a lack of longitudinal studies investigating the long-term impact of digital learning, including its impact on future employment of learners. Perhaps this is an area that could be investigated once the Welsh curriculum has been fully implemented, as the promotion of digital technology throughout the curriculum would lend itself to further research.
In conclusion, studies have found that a technology-rich curriculum will improve the learning outcomes of pupils, especially in logical subjects such as science and maths, providing that teachers use the digital technology effectively. This may require teachers being given the opportunity to improve their skills via training.
Performance of School X
It is clear from the school improvement plan that the main reason School X has chosen to focus on how best to use digital technology to improve the learning of the children is due to the legislative responsibility of the school. As previously discussed, all schools in Wales must start to implement the Digital Competence Framework (DCF) as part of the preparations for the new Curriculum for Wales. Other schools in Wales have just begun to enact upon the strands and requirements of the DCF and others have fully committed and implemented the framework already. It is important to note that the school improvement plan is dated for 2017-2020. Looking at the projected completion dates, it is expected that School X should have already made great strides into carrying out its chosen objective.
School X’s objective has been broken down into three main “Targets for Improvement”. How School X planned to action these will be discussed, including current progress and room for improvement.
 Target 1: Audit current provision and mapping the Digital Competence Framework across the school
In order to help achieve this, every department across the school was expected to identify any existing opportunities to implement the DCF in their current scheme of work, as well as identify any elements in the DCF they feel they could add to their schemes of work. The leadership team could then use these to develop a cross-curricular mapping document and ensure teachers received training during INSET days. The hope was that these tasks would identify any existing gaps in the provision of digital technology across the school, allowing these to be resolved, and to ensure that teachers were given the correct training to help achieve this.
The original timeline for this target was that it would be achieved across the Autumn Term 2017. Currently, 18 months after this, the departments have been provided with tools to help them map across year 7 and this has been completed by the majority. However, this mapping still needs to continue across key stage three and beyond. It has since been decided that an outside consultancy firm would be hired to assist with the audit of ICT provision throughout the school. The ICT department is also to be given an enhanced role where they will be expected to assist other departments in deciding how best they can implement new opportunities for digital technology within their lessons. These new tasks are still pending. School X has made some progress towards achieving this target but, unfortunately, is very far behind. It is hoped that the use of a consultancy firm will help to speed up the process of identify gaps.
Target 2: Develop a baseline understanding of teachers’ digital skills
Teachers were expected to identify their own shortcomings with regards to their digital skills. There were to be meetings to assist the staff in completing this as well as additional training. The leadership team at School X could the use this data to address any issues or shortcomings and give teachers the opportunities to develop their skills and increase their confidence in delivering lessons including digital technology.
It is currently unknown how many teachers have made the effort to identify any issues they may have in delivering aspects of the DCF, but the senior leadership team have been carrying out lesson observations in order to create their own audit. This has been successful in evidencing opportunities for teacher development. As with target 1, it is hoped that by giving the ICT department a larger role and extra responsibilities of helping to deliver training, they will be able to assist the departments in identifying any shortcomings in their staff members. This baseline understanding was to be completed by Autumn Term 2017 and it has mostly been achieved through the efforts of the leadership team.
It is disappointing that there has been no motion made to create additional targets and push progress in this area. School X could benefit from more discussion around how it will train staff, as opposed to concentrating solely on identification of issues with ability. 
Target 3: Establish a school vision for digital learning and create a digital learning and technology development plan
This is quite an ambitious and overarching target for the school with a monitoring date of Spring Term 2018. As part of this target, School X would like all available digital provision for digital learning mapped out for staff. They would like to increase the opportunities for key stage three to develop their digital skills as well as review and evaluate the impact of these at regular intervals. This will be done by examining the age-related expectations from the DCF, and ensure that there is ample opportunity for the children to meet these expectations. The hope is that nearly all pupils will be able to develop their digital skills outside of their ICT lessons and guarantee the opportunities will be available to apply these new skills.
Unfortunately, there has been very little progress to date in order to meet this target. It has been noted by the school that target 1 must be completed first. It is clear that a full map of provision and opportunities can not be completed without first identifying gaps in current schemes of work across all of key stage three. It is hoped that the process will be expediated with the use of the outside consultancy team. Whilst the milestone date of Spring 2017 was not a completion date, it is discouraging to see that the leadership team have made such little progress on this important target.
Science Departmental Improvement Plan
As part of the whole school target to audit current provision, the Science department has been working to match current practice to the DCF for key stage three. It was also going to deliver subject specific training during staff meetings. The department has fully completed its audit and has even identified additional statements from the DCF that could be delivered throughout the scheme of work as well as identified issues with the current laptop provision and Wi-Fi signal in the department. The science faculty has received general ICT training sessions in how to use the equipment available to them. 
With regards to its digital technology implementation, the department has completed its targets for the year 2018-2019. However, the department has not pushed to complete any additional work, including outlining the strategy for next year or discussing how to assess the teachers’ skills in order to deliver personalised training. There has also been little discussion into the impact of any changes on learning outcomes, although this is to be expected as there has been little consideration for this in the school improvement plan.
Recommendations
Following from a review of both literature and the current school performance, I have identified six recommendations I believe School X should consider. There is currently too much emphasis on the implementation of specific points in the DCF without consideration of the outcomes for learners.
1. Audit the current school infrastructure
There are issues with the infrastructure at School X that will prevent any implementation of ICT from being effective. For example, it has been identified that the current Wi-Fi provision for the science department is far from ideal with some classroom unable to get enough signal to connect. There is also only a small number of laptops available in the department and an even smaller number of whole school iPads available to book and use in the classroom. School X needs to improve its existing infrastructures and resources before it can begin to embark upon improving its current provision.
2. There should be additional training for all teachers
It has been shown that teachers need to have confidence and a “second nature” when it comes to using digital technology effectively in the classroom (Blackwell, 2013). In order for School X to achieve this, the leadership team should look at allowing all teachers to undertake CPD in ICT. The teachers themselves should be able to select the level of training and support they feel they need. School X should continue with its goal of identifying the pre-existing technology skills the staff already have, but they should then encourage collaboration and, perhaps, peer teaching between those with confidence and those without.
3. Increase the diversity of digital technology in the classroom
Pupils see the biggest increase in their outcomes when the use of digital technology is diverse (Biagi & Loi, 2013). Leadership, including heads of department, should investigate different learning platforms and physical devices. Currently, the Science department regularly uses laptops and iPads for research, but they should consider other uses, such as Kahoot![footnoteRef:1] for assessment and Quizlet[footnoteRef:2] for revision. Learners in Science could also benefit from some deeper understanding in digital technology and the department should continue with its investigation into the use of Arduinos and programming in the classroom. [1:  www.kahoot.com (date accessed: 27/01/2019)]  [2:  www.quizlet.com (date accessed: 27/01/2019)] 

4. Target under-achievers with digital technology interventions
The school and the Science department currently use Google Classroom to effectively disseminate revision guides and questions. Under-achievers could benefit from an increased use of Google Classroom, as this will help to extend their learning beyond school. School X could also increase its use of digital communication with parents to share feedback and progress with the parents as well as the pupils. It has been shown that parent engagement can improve pupil engagement. The leadership team should investigate other ways that they could target under-achievers both inside and outside the classroom with digital technology and resources.
5. Develop a robust whole-school approach led by senior leadership
Currently, the individual departments at School X are encouraged to look at the DCF and compare that to their current working in order to identify gaps. However, it would be far more beneficial to develop a whole-school approach. This would also be ideal as it would help prepare teachers for the inter-departmental approach needed to implement the new curriculum in 2022 where subjects are part of larger Areas of Learning.
6. Have a greater emphasis on learner outcomes rather than implementation
There is far too large a focus in both the school improvement plan and departmental improvement plan on how to implement the specific points in the DCF. Learners would benefit from a greater emphasis on their outcomes. School X could lead the way and encourage research within the school on different uses of technology in different subjects with pupils of varying abilities. This would then allow the school to implement strategies that would greatly benefit the learners as well as meeting the legislative requirements of the DCF by extension, rather than by design.
Conclusion
School X has made little progress towards its target of using digital technology to improve learning outcomes. It has incorrectly focussed on the superficial changes of trying to add more digital provision throughout the school without considering the consequences and not focussed on improving learning outcomes. As School X has made little progress towards its goals, it would benefit from considering the recommendations made in this report by switching its focus from implementing the DCF so literally, to how it can use digital technology to impact the learning and achievements of the pupils.
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