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The use of the Schools as Learning Organisations (SLO) model in curriculum reform
Following Donaldson’s (2015) Successful Futures report, the Welsh Government launched its plans for curriculum reform in 2017 with the intention of rolling out the new curriculum in 2022. While there appears to be a lot of support for the new Welsh curriculum amongst teachers, the extent to which the implementation is possible has been questioned in the Welsh media. The curriculum reform process has been referred to as the “biggest set of education reforms anywhere in the UK for half a century” (Wightwick, 2020a) and has been further impacted by the ongoing coronavirus pandemic. Despite the uncertainty, Kirsty Williams, education minister for Wales insists that curriculum reform remains a key priority and will continue (Wightwick, 2020b).
One of the key features of the plan for the new curriculum is to implement the use of the Schools as Learning Organization (SLO) model in schools in Wales which outlines seven action orientated dimensions that schools should aspire to. In 2018, the OECD conducted a review to assess the extent to which schools in Wales had developed as learning organizations. They found that a large proportion of schools were well on their way to developing as learning organizations with fifty-eight per cent of schools surveyed putting five of the seven of the SLO dimensions in place. However, there were still a considerable proportion of schools that had not reached this objective with around thirty per cent reporting the realisation of two or fewer. The report also highlight that secondary schools are finding it more difficult than primary schools to develop as learning organisations. The areas that secondary schools appear to be finding most challenging are creating and supporting learning opportunities for all staff and establishing a culture of enquiry, exploration and innovation. The report suggested the more compartmentalised structure of secondary schools, leadership practices and a tendency of teachers to limit collaboration within subject areas were some of the key factors in explaining this difference. Therefore, it is clear to see that there is still a lot of work to be done before the SLO model is fully implemented in Wales. As previously mentioned, it is also likely the implementation will be affected by the ongoing coronavirus pandemic as school priorities will have shifted to deal with the new challenges that are currently being faced by the education sector.
The benefits of the use of SLO model can be seen in curriculums of some of PISA’s highest ranked countries. For example, Finland, Japan, Canada and The Netherlands. Some of the key factors in determining Finland’s successful reform were outline in an OECD report in 2014. The report highlights the importance of the role played by teacher autonomy, smart accountability processes and increased collaboration. In Finland teachers and school leaders play a key role in curriculum design. As part of their teacher training programmes, teachers are provided with adequate curriculum knowledge and planning skills. The report suggested that increased teacher autonomy has helped to shift the focus of professional development within schools in Finland to school wide improvement factors. In addition, the Finnish curriculum does not believe that making schools and teachers more accountable for their performance is the key to raising student achievement and, as a result, students’ achievement and schools’ performance are not tested using standardised assessments. All assessments of student learning are based on teacher-made tests within each school. This enables teachers to use creative teaching methods (establishing a culture of inquiry, innovation and exploration) and allows pupils to concentrate on learning and sustain their natural curiosity. Furthermore, the Finnish curriculum has an emphasis on reduced competition between schools and increased collaboration and networking (learning with and from the external environment and larger learning system). This practice has enabled schools to learn from each other and make best practices universal. It has also encouraged teachers and schools to continue to expand their teaching methods and to individualise teaching to meet the needs of all students (developing and sharing a vision centred on the learning of all students). Schleicher (2006) conducted a review of the Finnish education system and found less than 5% variation in student performance between schools. He also suggested that “building networks of schools that stimulate and spread innovations helps to explain Finland’s greatest success in making strong school performance a consistent and predictable outcome throughout the education system”. This demonstrates the importance of increased collaboration practices in creating consistent pupil outcomes.
The benefits of increased collaboration practices can also be seen in the Japanese curriculum. In Japan, all teachers participate in regular lesson studies in their schools. This involves groups of teachers reviewing their lessons and how to improve them, for example, by analysing student errors. According to the OECD (2010) this practice provides effective means for teacher’s self-reflection and is used as a tool for continuous professional development. The results of lesson studies often culminate into large public research lessons which can be viewed by hundreds of teachers, researchers and policy makers across the country. This allows for increased collaboration at a national level and for universal best practices to be adopted. An additional benefit is that it provides teachers with access to examples of both good and bad practices which provides further resources for self-evaluation and development. Continuing professional development is compulsory in the Japanese curriculum with professional development programs being made available at the national through to school level (creating and supporting continuous learning opportunities for all staff). The minimum number of hours a teacher must spend on professional development each year is determined by the local board of education and Japanese teachers are encouraged to engage in professional development as the structure of the East Asian teaching workforce includes opportunities to become a master teacher and move up the ladder of increasing status and responsibility (OECD, 2010).
The curriculum in Canada also displays features of the SLO model. The concept of establishing a culture of inquiry, innovation and exploration can be seen in British Columbia with use of the spirals of inquiry framework. Participating schools engage in a year-long period to focus on inquiry learning. The spirals on inquiry framework has six key stages; scanning, focusing, developing a hunch, new professional learning, taking action and checking that a big enough difference has been made. At each stage, three key questions are asked: What is going on for our learners? How do we know this? How does this matter? The Networks of Inquiry and Innovation (NOII) and the Aboriginal Enhancement Schools Network (AESN) are used to connect professional learning through school leaders, teachers and support staff across the province. Currently, 156 schools across 44 districts in British Columbia are active member of NOII and ASEN. The focus on inquiry learning has proved to be beneficial to both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students and teachers and the AESN is considered as an effective mechanism for sustainable teaching and learning change (OECD, 2015).
One of the key features of an SLO model is to implement bottom-up capacity in schools. This is the aim of the Foundation leerKRACHT (the Dutch word for teacher) which was established in the Netherlands in 2012. The foundation believes that high quality teachers are the key to school improvement and aims to create a body of high-quality teachers by encouraging schools to create a culture of continuous improvement (creating and supporting continuous learning opportunities for all staff). As part of the initiative, school leaders are encouraged to serve as role models (modelling and growing learning leadership) with teachers working together to improve their teaching (promoting team learning and collaboration among staff). The processes that are central to the programme include; classroom observation and feedback conversations; joint lesson planning; and board sessions. This initiative now involves one in eight secondary schools, 40% of vocational schools, and hundreds of primary schools in the Netherlands (Foundation LeerKRACHT, 2016). According to a review carried out by the University of Utrecht in 2014 it was concluded that the programme led to enthusiasm in participating teachers and leaders and that LeerKRACHT helped to build a professional culture that will lead to better student results (Sol and Stokking, 2014).
[bookmark: _GoBack]From analysing the evidence, it is clear to see that the Schools as Learning Organization (SLO) model can have benefits for aiding curriculum reform and improving educational outcomes. However, it should also be noted that when trying to implement successful policies from international curriculums, cultural differences need to be considered. There are many differences between Wales and the countries discussed which means the same model may not be as effective in Welsh schools. There is still a lot of work that needs to be done to develop SLO dimensions in schools in Wales and more research will need to be conducted to assess the effectiveness of such measures in aiding the process of curriculum reform.
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