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Introduction

Budget constraints, new initiatives, changes to policies and changes to the curriculum are just a few of the well-established problems that schools within the current educational system face on a day to day basis. However, in recent years more contemporary issues are also being addressed alongside this for example, the embedding of literacy, numeracy and digital competency within the curriculum, addressing the gap in attainment of pupils due to poverty or strengthening the use of Welsh in the classroom and the inclusion of Y Cwricwlwm Cymreig within schemes of work.
Within this paper, the author will be looking at the issues being faced by School X, specifically the actions and strategies put in place by the School within their whole school and departmental improvement plans. These will then be critically reviewed against current key literature and research within these respective fields. The initial topic that is going to be explored in-depth is the importance of strategic planning and its effect on securing and enabling school improvement. The views of experts within this topic will be deliberated in order to examine and ascertain which methods and strategies are deemed to be superior and most effective and awareness of identified cautions that should be observed when undertaking the strategic planning process. This is important in securing and sustaining school improvement as the processes and actions of many senior management staff responsible is guided by current literature, including the appropriate allocation of school and departmental budgets.
Secondly, the importance of using pupil data in monitoring progress will be outlined and how best to facilitate the securing of school improvement or guiding strategic planning. Consideration will be taken of the advantages and drawbacks of target setting either by external systems or those generated by teachers, with the views of professionals weighed against each other. This is becoming even more pertinent due to the increase of ease and common place of data usage within schools. There also needs to be considerations taken to ensure that the human aspect of teaching is sustained, and pupils are not described purely as data or figures.
The intention of the latter half of the paper will be to focus specifically on the current practices of School X and then the generation of suggested next steps, to either further develop or identify new strategies or actions. These suggestions will be founded on the theories and ideas already discussed previously within the key literature and research.








Overview of School Development Plan

Unfortunately, the author was not given access to the Department Improvement Plan of School X, therefore only the School Development Plan (SDP), Estyn Reports from 2011 and 2018 and examination data from both School X’s website and My Local School (2018) was used within this critical review of School X’s progress and initiatives. 
The SDP used is dated from 2015 – 2018, and can be found in Appendix 1; it contains the target grades generated by the Fischer Family Trust (FFT) for 2015, with a breakdown of the identified key priorities and progress, as judged by the School and Governing Bodies. There are five key priorities identified that the school wishes to achieve along with a success criteria on how to best facilitate achievement of these goals. Included, are actions that should be taken to accomplish the success criteria with staff who are individually responsible for these actions identified and space to note progress to be judged and recorded each term.
The priorities identified for consideration are very generic, with attendance, improving attainment, consolidating leadership roles and extending the embedment of Donaldson’s four purposes within the new curriculum (Donaldson, 2015) for example. Many of these actions are extremely broad and allow for wide interpretation and application. However, from the Appraisal of Progress from the School and Governing Bodies of 2016 – 2017 within the SDP, it is documented that the school has made excellent progress for all priorities, with one exception being improving attendance, which was marked as good progress. 
This level of excellence is mirrored within the school’s Estyn report from 2018, which rates the school as excellent in all five areas, with only one recommendation. This recommendation is to ensure that all teachers are using effective questioning skills consistently, to create more opportunities to challenge students, even though, as documented, many teachers are already doing so.
From both the SDP and the 2018 Estyn report, there are very small areas that require improvement or attention in order for senior management to improve the school’s performance, which is illustrated by their open and vague SDP.











Literature Review
The Importance of Strategic Planning to Secure Improvement
Strategic planning is the critical process in which a current situation is assessed, then aims, objectives and strategies are created, to lead to improvement in the future (Bradwell, 2008; Thompson et al., 2005). There is a clear advantage for educational organisations employing a strategic planning system, rather than making choices on a as and when basis with no long-term end goal in mind (Rutherford, 2009). Employing a strategic plan can be the difference between successful improvement and no progress at all or even a worsening of a situation (Eckel and Witmer, 2010) a belief which is further supported by O'Brien (1991) who concurs that the potential benefits from employing a strategic planning process including superior decision making and enhanced performance. However, by just participating in the planning process does not assure improvement (Rutherford, 2009). 
It is the view of MacGilchrist et al. (2004) that for a strategic plan to be successful and lead to school improvement, the plan needs to be focused on pupil progress. This type of plan takes on a cooperative approach where the effort is shared and everyone “has a piece of the action” (MacGilchrist et al., 2004, pg. 45). This is a development of MacGilchrist’s earlier work, where it is stated, the only type of plan that leads to school improvement is a plan that is well led and managed effectively with built in staff development and focusing on pupils’ achievement within the classroom (MacGilchrist et al, 1995). 
The notion of strong leadership is agreed by most as being vital in both improvement of industries and schools, but also the idea of the leaders being open and excepting to learning themselves is growingly being identified as important (Bennis and Nanus, 1985). It was found that leaders that themselves were open to learning, clear about their aims and communicated about their ambitions, encouraged staff to do so too (Bennis and Nanus, 1985). This creates an environment were all staff are responsible and accountable, which mirrors the cooperative approach that is praised by MacGilchrist. The importance of teacher development can be seen as a knock-on effect, through improving the teaching practice within a school, the progress of the pupils improves and therefore the whole school improves (Fullan, 2015). Moreover, the Welsh Government (2012) agree that the most effective system, is one that emphasises the importance of good leadership at all levels, and that these leaders have a strong focus on learning and supporting their staff to develop. 
At the same time Fullan (2015) believes that accountability of staff and a shared vison is actually an outcome of an effective and successful strategic plan, not a requirement for the plan to be successful. In addition, Fullan (2015) also calls for caution when setting out development opportunities for staff. This is because the learning needs to be focused on relevant topics, beneficial to everyone - not just individuals - and sustained in order for the whole school to improve (Fullan, 2015). Ball and Cohen (1999) and Cohen and Hill (1998) further this opinion from their research conducted in the United States and concluded that most of the teacher learning taking place was trivial, not relevant to current issues, fragmented and did not cumulate. This suggests that when considering a plan for school improvement there needs to be substantial emphasis on the development of teacher practice, which needs to be focused and relevant to the issues that are currently being presented. 
One common mistake that occurs is organisations invest substantial amounts of time and money into producing a comprehensive strategic plan, but then do not invest the time and resources to evaluating and reviewing the process afterwards which will ensure that the change initially set out is being implemented and of benefit (Eckel and Witmer, 2010). Thompson et al. (2005) calls for a five-stage process, where initially the plan is developed due to current needs or situations, then desired outcomes are set, with ways to achieve these objectives being set out. This is then followed up by implementing and executing the strategies, and throughout all of these steps, external and internal factors are able to shape and influence the strategies and operations (Thompson et al., 2005). The final stage allows for the strategies to be monitored, evaluated and corrective changes to be implemented through the repetition of the first four steps (Thompson et al., 2005). This cyclic model is mimicked by many others with little variations, but the main focus is always on constant repetition of planning, integrating and evaluating cycle within a strategic plan (Bradwell, 2008; MacGilchrist et al., 2004; Fullan, 2015; Sourkouhi, 2013). So, it would seem that a strategic plan that allows for continuous monitoring, evaluation and development would result in the most improvement, as it allows an element of flexibility when confronted with changes in circumstances. However, the fact that without good leadership, embedded and establishment within the whole school, these processes would be worthless (Fullan, 2015). 
Rutherford emphasises the importance to ensure that schools have the capacity to change, commitment and strong leadership (Rutherford, 2009). Within this the main driver as to whether a strategic plan is successful is through establishing the school’s capacity to change. Rutherford (2009) believes a common cause for failure in enacting change comes from staff not being convinced that the change is for the benefit of the whole school or how it will be achieved. The ideas held by Rutherford are based on the work of Slavin, who argues that the best type of strategies for change are plans that are not focused on assessment, standards or accountability (Slavin, 2005). This takes a very different approach to views held by MacGilchrist previously discussed, who believes everyone should be accountable for the change process. Slavin (2005) holds the view that the method of strategic planning should consider the schools readiness to accept change and the appropriateness of the change being implemented. He categorises schools into three separate groups, all of which have varying capacity to self-develop on their own, ability to instrument change and then finally sustain the change (Slavin, 2005). Hopkins (2001) likewise is of the opinion that the context of the school should be considered before change, and the capacity for development, not organisation management or efficiency. In contrast to the belief that planning should be dependent on the school’s capacity to change, Rutherford (2009) believes that through senior management providing sufficient information about the change process and allowing enough time for the staff member to become accustomed and embrace the change.
Fullan (2015) holds a fundamental different belief in that changing the culture of staff is the main goal in enacting change and improvement and not singular innovations being put in place. This implies that cultures can be changed, and conflicts with the beliefs of Slavin (2005) and Rutherford (2009) in that change needs to consider culture and be guided by it. Senge et al. (1999) takes this even further by stating that one of the most common flaws with innovating strategies, is that consideration is taken on what they are aiming to achieve, not on the reaction to the change. An essential part of whether change is sustained, is through the leadership learning of how the system is pushing back against the change, and how individuals’ attitudes and different perspectives contribute to this (Senge et al., 1999). 
Collectively, the literature draws main focus in ensuring that within the strategic planning there is strong leadership, continuous professional development and learning of both staff and leaders, with the final point being consideration to the school’s capacity to change. As without considerations of how to work with or develop and change these preconceived beliefs or ideas of staff, then the best approach to take is unclear. Caution does need to be taken, to assure that learning that occurs is relevant and valuable, and continuous. Also, enough time and resources are used, to allow the change to become integrated and ultimately end with all staff believing in the change or having a personal responsibility for it.
Using Pupil Data and Target Setting
It is evident and widely recognised that the educational system is becoming more and more reliant on technology and in turn has become more driven by data (Froggett, 2008; Slade, 2008). The use of this data is proven as invaluable when identifying students that are under achieving by comparing their current attainment to their target grades alongside pupils with similar circumstances or backgrounds (Flowers, 2009). This can lead to identification of particular weaknesses in specific subjects or content which in turn allows timely intervention by teachers to support and help these pupils (Slade, 2008). One of the most common organisations that are pivotal in this surge towards data analysis of pupils is the Fischer Family Trust, and this is the system that School X uses to create their target grades. The Fischer Family Trust when creating a target grade consider a pupil’s gender, prior attainment, disadvantages, Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND), ethnicity and English as an Additional Language (EAL) (Perry, 2017). 
In contrast to how good target grades are at identifying pupils that are under achieving, they are poor at recognising pupils that are More Able and Talented (MAT) (Froggett, 2008). As pupils that have the ability to achieve or are already working at higher grades may be neglected by those identified as not achieving their target grades (Perry, 2017). The concern over the increasing focus on data and pupils not reaching targets, have some professionals worried that schools are neglecting individuals and pupils’ wellbeing (Slade, 2008; Eddison, 2008). By taking out the human aspect of target setting, it reduces the pupils to “colour coded dots” (Eddison, 2008, pg37) within which they are based on seemingly irrelevant variables, with no consideration for family issues, abilities or wellbeing (Eddison, 2008). Potentially leading to detrimental effects to pupils, if they are set a grade that is low, no matter how realistic they are to their ability, causing them to become disengaged and demotivated to their learning (Perry, 2017).
It is however possible for schools to take the target grades produced by organisations like the FFT and inject an element of humanity back into the process by using these grades as start of a conversation between teachers and pupils and allow for adjustments to be made when appropriate (Perry, 2017; Froggett, 2008). By following this practice, it allows for lots of changes that are beneficial and address many of the concerns that professionals have with target setting and data analysis. By giving teachers control over making adjustments it allows for challenging but achievable targets set for MAT or lower attainment pupils, as they know their individual needs and abilities (Perry, 2017; Froggett, 2008). 
With this in mind, it should be noted that teachers might not know what exactly constitutes as a ‘A’ grade or a ‘C’ grade and so on (Preston, 2010). This would lead to teachers inaccurately monitoring and predicting pupils’ attainment, making target grade adjustments redundant. A practice that could assure that teachers are setting appropriately would be using exam board exemplar work or having professional development opportunities from awarding exam bodies in marking (Preston, 2010). 
Flowers et al. (2009) discussed the importance that student data plays within securing school improvement and pinpoints the process of planning, implementing and evaluating informed by data as being paramount. As many school managers or leaders use gut instinct, personal experience or non-researched theories due to feeling intimidated or by believing that it is too time consuming (Flowers et al., 2009). This is similar to the beliefs held by Ingram et al. (2004), who believes that attitudes are difficult to change in regards to using data in making decisions, but when used effectively resulted in greater understanding of situations. Both Ingram et al. (2004) and Flowers et al. (2009) agree that for change to be effective and a level of accountability to be held, then the data must be reviewed and monitored throughout. This is exactly the same approach that is demonstrated by MacGilchrist et al. (2004) for strategic planning and Flowers et al. (2009) work directly matches Thompson et al. (2005) five stage cyclic stages.
From the views, solutions and cautions discussed, an ideal target setting approach would include elements of teacher adjustments along with an element of professional development, but include personalisation for individuals in order to provide pupils with the most challenging yet most appropriate targets. With the process of constant review and monitoring inherent to the process, to ensure commitment, and ensure that the change implemented is beneficial.

Critical Analysis of Why Improvement is Required

In this analysis the grades and achievements of pupils at Key Stage 4, specifically within science from 2012 to 2017, will be critiqued. This data is from My Local School (2018) and School X’s Summary 2015 – 2016, which can be found in Appendix 2. As previously mentioned, the author was not given access to the Departmental Improvement plan, hence why the focus of the topic is on data gathered from external examination results and Key Stage 4. Though within the SDP, there is the aim to improve results in all GCSE subjects, with no mention of specified subject areas or methods of how this was to be achieved.
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Figure 1: Graph showing the percentage of pupils achieving between A* to C grade in GCSE science between 2012 and 2017, for School X, national average in Wales, Local authority and family schools. Data sourced from My Local School (2018). 
From analysing the A*- C grades in science achieved by the pupils at School X between 2012 to 2016, there is a very clear improvement over the years, with the most noticeable characteristic being the major increases between the years 2014 to 2015 and 2015 to 2016. This results in School X having 98.2% of pupils receiving A*-C grade within science, outperforming the national average, family schools and other schools within the local authority by a significant amount. 
More surprising is that the results decreased from 2016 to 2017, though not significantly. As when comparing the attainment in science to national average and other schools, they are still superior. This fluctuation could be a consequence to a shift in pupil demographic or ability. Further analysis of the breakdown of the percentage of pupils with Free School Meals (FSM), English as an Additional Language (EAL) and have Special Educations Needs and Disabilities (SEND) between years led to a unexcepted relationship. It should be noted that caution is advised when using this type of data, as variations in these numbers do not directly link to lower attainment, but there is research that states there is still a gap of the attainment between disadvantage, pupils from some ethnic backgrounds and pupils with special educational needs with other pupils (Cook et al., 2014; Demie and McLean, 2015; Welsh Government, 2014; Brentnall et al., 2009; National Assembly for Wales, 2015). The percentage of FSM pupils between the years 2015, 2016 and 2017 are consistent, and therefore it is clear that they would not of had any impact on the results. For the years 2015 to 2016, where there was an increase in results, and there was a 4.7% and 2.4% increase in EAL and SEN pupils respectively. With the decrease between 2016 and 2017, having a 3.7% and 5.2% decrease in EAL and SEN pupils respectively. The variation between the whole school achievement and disadvantaged pupils is counterintuitive, and therefore cannot be connected to the percentage differences between the years.
Using the percentage difference of disadvantaged pupils against the results obtained by all is a very crude method and the difference in years is more likely to be a consequence of the rest of the pupil population. An effective way to judge if this was indeed the case would be comparing the results obtained to the target grades produced by FFT. This could suggest if the pupils were achieving as expected, but could have just been targeted grades lower than the previous year. Unfortunately, the author also did not have access to the data produced by the FFT, so was unable to follow that line of investigation. 
A more worrying possible cause in the fluctuation of results, could be a variation on teaching. This could be a result of possibly a few teachers or individuals being weak in teaching certain topics or individual areas within a topic or teachers that are not taking the most appropriate approach for their pupils, by not creating effective challenges for pupils, especially MAT pupils. Again, this cannot be explored in more detail, due to the absence of a centralised pupil progress monitoring system.



















How is The School Responding?

As previously mentioned, the author was not given to access the Departmental Improvement Plan on the understanding that it was in the process of being reviewed and adjusted accordingly, despite being due for completion by the previous term. Further concern to the author was that the previous DIP was also not made available. Reassurance was given that at that time all departments were in the process of reviewing and adjusting their individual DIP's.
Through examination of the SDP and discussion with senior management within the science department at School X, it was implied that the department used a cyclic process of planning, enacting, reviewing and improving. This model directly links to the model of effective strategic planning suggested by many as being very beneficial in securing school improvement (Thompson et al., 2005; Bradwell, 2008; MacGilchrist et al., 2004; Fullan, 2015; Sourkouhi, 2013). 
This approach is also depicted as their approach to pupil progress within the SDP, with one of the actions being to monitor, evaluate and review pupils progress and attainment. It is acknowledged that this use of data analysis is very helpful in identifying pupils that are under achieving or whom are not being challenged sufficiently, as examined by Slade (2008). However, within the department there is not an available centralised access to pupils’ target grades or a centralised progress tracking system, which directly contradicts what is suggested within the SDP.
School X further cements their strategic planning decisions shown in the SDP within the key literature by allocating and giving specific staff members individual actions. This practice allows for certain staff to be responsible for the execution of identified actions which is in direct correlation with MacGilchrist et al. (2004) suggestions within the cooperative model of strategic planning. 
Overall, the documented approach of School X towards strategic planning and utilisation of pupil data, in regards to literature, is very strong, with all actions and practices justified or based on recent research and literature.
Following review by the author it is evident that School X’s follow through of the strategies and actions set out in the SDP is substantially lacking; with the absence of a Departmental Improvement Plan in itself being very telling. This is also evident with the SDP being very vague and broad with non-specific actions that do not accurately describe what is being implemented or the methods in which it will be done. Furthermore, with the milestone reviews having not been completed in any way further voids all of the efforts made in the creation of the original strategic plan. Moreover, it was identified that the SDP is out of date, with the most recent information being from 2017 even though the SDP states that it is from 2015 to 2018. This is then further exacerbated when looking at one of the three recommendations from School X’s 2011 Estyn report, which was to refine the School Improvement Plan and to clarify the key priorities of the school. Despite this, School X states that they have made excellent progress through a yearly review process to develop these key priorities further. 





Actions to be Taken Next
Having critiqued the SDP of School X along with key literature and research below are suggested actions that with implementation could further improve and develop School X’s current initiatives and offer clarification for subsequent DIP's and SDP's.
Regular Termly Review of Departmental and Yearly Whole School Progress
A key priority has to involve development and implementation of regular termly reviews and evaluation of pupils’ progress within all departments. This would call for a method of tracking the progress of all pupils, which is explored in greater detail below. Furthermore, Heads of Departments and staff identified with specific responsibility for improvement of pupil attainment within the SDP should meet twice a year. A suggested time frame for this would be after mock exams and again once final GCSE and A-level exams are taken in order to review and document the progress and attainment of pupils. 
It should be noted that this is not a development to the current actions and initiatives suggested in the SDP, but an assurance that these actions are actually being implemented. So that the cyclic progress of planning, implementing and reviewing is indeed followed, so that further improvement in pupils’ results can be obtained. This would mean that School X is directly following the suggestions and findings of current research and key literature which supports this as being the best approach to strategic planning for whole school improvement.
Centralised Tracking System of Pupils’ Progress
The use of a centralised tracking system of pupils' progress is identified as an action already set out in the most current SDP, however there is no evidence available to support that such a process is in place. Through using the same shared system or identical systems for each teacher, it would allow for consistency in judging and monitoring pupil progress, thus eliminating teachers judging pupils against different criteria. This system should also have the capacity to include a brief view of student needs or abilities, so that this can be considered when comparing groups of pupils of differing backgrounds or abilities. 
A key feature of this system could be the ability for teachers to utilise the target grades generated by FFT as a basis to create departmental target grades, that are generated by the pupils’ teacher. This would allow for pupils to be challenged appropriately and minimise the risk of pupils becoming disheartened or demotivated by inappropriate target grades. This suggestion follows the work of Perry (2017) and Froggett (2008) who regard this as the most effective method of target setting.  
An additional consequence of having a centralised tracking system of pupils’ progress, will be the use of this pupil data in informing decisions. This allows for the benefits as described by Flowers et al. (2009) and Ingram et al., (2004) in creating meaningful reasoning behind decisions, and ultimately leading to potential overall improvement of a department and potentially the whole school.
Regular Monitoring of Teacher Performance
Through having a centralised system to monitor pupils progress, it allows for identification of teachers’ best practice or areas that require improvement, by comparing results within the same topic for different teachers. This creates the opportunity for senior management to easily identify potential professional development opportunities, through either courses or the sharing of good practice. 
By doing this, it is ensuring that the development is relevant to current issues and ensures that all teacher are learners themselves, creating an environment of constant learning and pupils progress that is praised by Fullan (2015). This avoids the common pit fall of professional development pinpointed by many of being not relevant to current issues, cumulative and beneficial to all (Fullan, 2015; Ball and Cohen, 1999; Cohen and Hill, 1998).
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