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Investigating Contemporary Issues in Secondary Education: Meeting the Needs of More Able and Talented Pupils Within the Context of “A Challenge
for All” Curriculum.

Introduction										

This report will investigate just one of several issues facing secondary education in the current climate and is based off the school’s 2018-19 improvement plans, both departmental (hereon abbreviated to DIP) and whole school (hereon abbreviated to SIP). Throughout the report, any school, pupil or staff identifiers have been removed and the school in question will be known as ‘School X’ from this point forward. 
Maintaining the excellent standards of the school is crucial to the school’s development, this is reinforced numerous times throughout the department and whole school development plans. Across the two development plans, one key feature is the “challenge for all” curriculum, with a particular emphasis on the importance of meeting the needs of more able and talented learners. Pupils are encouraged to have the courage to try and fail, rather than not try at all. Creating this supportive environment for learning is essential to nurturing pupils of all abilities  (Wallace & Donnelly, 2004). This creates a perfect learning environment to benefit MAT pupils, however it currently is not being utilised.
The challenge of providing for MAT pupils is not limited to School X, but it is a cause for concern throughout Wales. Estyn identified the problem with school’s provision for MAT pupils, in around a third of schools MAT pupils are either “do not achieve as well as they should”, or are not using their skills “to a level which matches their ability” (Estyn, 2018). Currently in School X teaching is of a high standard, however, it is evident that there is a lack of provision for MAT pupils, and there are few techniques being employed within the school in order to challenge those pupils. 
The importance of stretching and challenging all pupils is particularly important within the context of the community of School X. Parents and caregivers expect pupils at School X to achieve highly at key stage 4 and beyond, which is in part due to the economic and social standing of the wider school community. As a result of this it is expected that pupils achieve highly from the time, they arrive in year 7, until they leave after GCSE. Pupils can, therefore, be put under a large amount of strain in their school lives, from both parents and teachers, and it can be easy to fall into the routine of pulling the lower achieving learners closer to the top, to meet parental expectations, while forgetting those top learners also need that degree of challenge too. Furthermore, it is suggested that those pupils who have high expectations thrust upon them can often become inclined to stop trying, in order to avoid trying and failing (Vosslamber, 2002).
Nevertheless, the majority of pupils are already included in the “challenge for all” but extra provisions are required for MAT pupils to be truly stretched in their day-to-day learning. This should prevent the pattern of MAT pupils coasting through secondary school and not reaching their full potential (Wallace & Donnelly, 2004).

Overview of DIP and Topical Relation to SIP					

The department improvement plan focuses on two main aspects, firstly the strengths of the history department are commented on and then it moves onto areas for development. The excellent standards of the school observed by Estyn (2017) is the central theme to the DIP. The plan addresses improvements to be made across the 2018-19 academic year and improvements are largely based on the 2017 Estyn report. Some aspects have a limited time frame for improvement, while others are across the whole year and a few are ongoing improvements. 
In terms of maintaining standards, one of the key ways the school measures its success is through attainment at both key stage 3 and key stage 4. The department’s main strength is attainment at key stage 3 and 4. The department’s attainment of A*/A is 45% at key stage 4, which outperforms the school average by 5%. While 88% of pupils in history achieve A-C grades. At key stage 3, high levels of outcomes are also to be maintained, 95% of pupils achieve Level 5 or above at the end of year 9, and 36% achieve Level 7 (see Appendix A). The other main area of strength is the teaching and learning within the history department. The high expectations set by teachers are supported by well-developed schemes of work at key stage 3 which contribute to the high performance of the department. The high achievement of pupils within the history department, as mentioned above, means that there needs to be a focus on provision for the highest achieving pupils, who may not be challenged within lessons. It is evident from these results that the needs of less able pupils are being met, and they are being challenged to achieve highly.
Additionally, the DIP has a wider focus on the development of the school and certain improvements have been taken directly from the SIP to be included in the DIP, these are indicated in the DIP in blue (see Appendix A). As such, it is clear to see which aspects are both whole school and department orientated. Within the DIP, ‘MAT provision and challenge for all’ is stated explicitly as a whole school policy and is Priority 6 on the 3-year SIP (see Appendix B). The responsibility on all staff to implement improvements in their teaching. The timescale for this development is ongoing within the context of the SIP, which runs from September 2018 to Summer 2021 (see Appendix B). Success of any implementations will be measured by lesson observations by other members of staff, book scrutiny and data analysis of results. Anything deemed to be a success will then be implemented and shared with other departments going forward. The department is never treated in isolation and so it is very clear how the two are coming together to create a whole school philosophy for teaching MAT pupils, which is important in the effective teaching of those pupils (Estyn, 2018). 
Other areas for development within the department are largely in an attempt to come in line with possible curriculum reforms, the Donaldson report and to update the department resources to fit with the new GCSE curriculum (Donaldson, 2015). To do this the department has developed new booklets to work from in years 10 and 11. At key stage 3 a new scheme of work has been put into place with a clearer focus on Cwricwlwm Cymreig and all pupils are encouraged to be involved in the School Eisteddfod, which has a focus on Welsh history. Additional opportunities for Digital Competence are under review and are to be included in future schemes of work. Overall, the school is highly equipped to provide pupils with an excellent learning experience, which will allow them to achieve highly (Estyn, 2017). 

Strategic Planning 

Strategic planning appears to be considered important to securing improvement in schools by varying and numerous sources, which will be analysed in the following segment of this report. Strategic plans discuss a number of things which various sources seem to agree on: strategic planning takes time, a school’s capacity for change varies (and is dependent upon strong leadership), teachers need to be the agents of change and pupils must be the focus of change (Macgilchrist , et al., 2004; (Dolph, 2016; Mbugua & Rarieya, 2014). While there are aspects of school improvement which may be more or less important in some schools, and none are without their challenges, literature suggests that strategic planning is key to imprvong schools. 
Successful strategic planning is intended to concentrate on the future of the school and is usually focused over a number of years of sustained effort and change (Davies & Ellison, 2003; Davies, 2007). It seems as though classroom improvements and school-wide improvements are intrinsically linked, and planning for both will be the most successful for the school (Macgilchrist , et al., 2004). Classroom improvements are generally short-term, and have an almost immediate impact, as within a yearly improvement plan. While medium-to-long-term improvements tend to focus on the distribution of resources and duties within a school.  The problem with this, it seems, is that schools employ yearly improvement plans which cannot contribute to the ‘futures perspective’ which strategic planning is supposed to have (Davies & Ellison, 2003; Mbugua & Rarieya, 2014). What is more, organisiations at the heart of edication seem to have a confused idea of the nature of strategic planning, and consider the short term SIP to be sufficent for long-term planning, perhaps as a result of government agenda setting which focuses on short-term targets and pupilnattaiment (Davies, 2007). The struggle for schools then, is to find a way to employ yearly strategic plans in a way in which they contribute to the long-term success of improvements made. 
A school’s capacity for change is dependent on a number of things, however several sources seem to agree that these are the essentials: the culture of the school, the history and the context of the school, and the willingness of the staff to adopt change (Hopkins & Macgilchrist, 1998; Macgilchrist , et al., 2004; MacNeil, et al., 2009). Creating a culture of accepting improvement within schools is essential if any plans are to become successful; A plan, no matter how well thought out, will not run on auto-pilot (Hopkins & Macgilchrist, 1998; Macgilchrist , et al., 2004). Creating this culture, according to the literature, is no easy task and it is essential to have a senior leader who is open to change and who have strong proffessional relationships with others within the school, as much of the school culture is influenced by a headmaster (Macgilchrist , et al., 2004; MacNeil, et al., 2009). One issue with strategic planning with regards to staff is that often change disrupts the status-quo and staff can be resistent to such changes (Dolph, 2016 ; Yikici & Altinay, 2018). It appears that is essential for school leaders that they are able to create this culture could be detremental to pupil achievement  (MacNeil, et al., 2009; Yikici & Altinay, 2018). It is as such incredibly important to effective strategic planning to emply a senior leadership team which can lead change and deal with resistence to the change diplomatically. 
Following on from the improtance of staff in the creation of a school culture, it is essential that teachers are the instuments of change within their classrooms. Teachers must be open to proffessional development themsleves and a part of any strategic plan should be dedicated to developing teachers (Macgilchrist , et al., 2004 ; Yikici & Altinay, 2018). Teachers who are willing to improve their practice should also be willing to share new best practise strategoes with other teachers within the school, in order to contribute to a shared vision on effective teaching practice (Hopkins & Macgilchrist, 1998). It is suggested that in schools where there is this willingness to learn among teachers, this will be passed on to pupils and they will achieve highly in such schools (MacNeil, et al., 2009). 
It is clear from literature that strategic planning plays a highly important role in school improvement. It seems, however, that putting strategic plans into action is somewhat more difficult. What is more, is that schools are often reliant on short-term, yearly improvement plans and as a result strategic plans do not have a sufficient focus on the future (long term improvements). What this suggests is that even though literature on strategic planning leads one to believe that it is essential to school improvement. In practice it seems that many schools only employ short term strategic plans, and the extent to which these can be deemed “strategic” is highly debatable. 	
	
Critical Evaluation of Literature 

The literature in this report, though not extensive, is representative of wider ideas on the topic of differentiation. The first thing to mention in this literature review, is how scarce literature on differentiation for MAT pupils is, particularly when compared with the plethora of literature for those pupils who are either SEN or just less able. This is particularly pertinent in books, chapters on the topic of differentiation rarely make passing mention of more able pupils, other than perhaps a direction to ‘teach to the top’ or that all students should be in a ‘struggle zone’, while only some make reasonable suggestions as to how to employ tactics to the benefit of MAT learners (Allison & Tharby, 2015 ; Kidd & Czerniawski, 2010 ; Kitson, et al., 2011). The extent to which literature on the topic of differentiation is applicable specifically to MAT pupils will be explored in this evaluation. Beyond peer reviewed and scholarly literature, much of the practical advice for differentiation for MAT pupils comes from blog posts, and the validity of these will also be examined here. 
As mentioned above, it is evident that differentiation is most often talked about in terms of overcoming the barriers to pupils’ education. Yet it is largely agreed that the most effective teaching and learning occurs when the needs of all learners are taken into consideration (Kidd & Czerniawski, 2010 ; Kitson, et al., 2011 ; Allison & Tharby, 2015).  Even in books dedicated to inclusive education, such as ‘Teaching and Learning in Diverse and Inclusive Classrooms’ (2011) or ‘Accelerating the Learning of All Students’ (2000) only iclude short chapters on provision for MAT students. The concept that MAT learners need any additional support seems to have only gained traction within educational circles in the last 10 years, since MAT pupils’ attainment and engagement in lessons is often high (Moltzen, 2011).  Additionally, there is some difficulty in finding literature on differentiation aimed directly at MAT pupils, while there is still a significant amount, it is more difficult to come across than that aimed at SEN pupils. Nevertheless, more general articles on differentiation can be highly valuable if you apply the principles to provision for MAT pupils. For example, one essential aspect of getting the best out of students seems to be having high expectations of all the students in a class (Allison & Tharby, 2015; Finnan & Swanson, 2000 ; Didau, 2015). Applying statements like this from articles and books on general differentiation to provision for MAT pupils is highly valuable. 
An important aspect for School X is the ‘challenge for all’ curriculum they employ, which should lend itself to differentiation for all pupils. The challenge for all curriculum can be seen as essential to developing an inclusive pedagogy and is, closely linked to differentiation. However, while differentiation seems to be for the less able, literature seems to suggest that ‘challenge’ is the reserve of the more able (Reis & Boeve , 2009 ; Allison & Tharby, 2015 ; Casey & Koshy, 2013). There are several articles which suggest that MAT learners who do not encounter challenge at lower levels can become frustrated with further education as they encounter new, challenging material (Reis & Boeve , 2009 ; Allison & Tharby, 2015, West-Burnham, 2005). Many of these assertions are based on research, either on an individual topic (such as reading levels) or is based on a small-scale study. Consequently, while the claims of these studies may be true within the confines of their school and may then apply to School X, it is important to note that they may not be applicable in every school or in every subject. Despite a lot literature isolating differentiation and challenge, most authors seem to agree that the implications of the two are that pupils are able to access the curriculum at a level which is appropriate to them and ultimately should increase attainment in MAT pupils (Allison & Tharby, 2015 ; Casey & Koshy, 2013 ; Kidd & Czerniawski, 2010 ; Steinmiller & Steinmiller, 2004).  
In terms of practical advice, many articles and books do not offer appropriate activities for differentiation as they are often based on subject specific suggestions and do not easily apply to all subjects. Nevertheless, literature appears to be in agreement that there are three main types of differentiation; by outcome, by task, or by support (Didau, 2013 ; Kidd & Czerniawski, 2010 ; Allison & Tharby, 2015). Differentiation by task and outcome seem to be the most frequently talked about. Howeverm, differentiartion by task seems to be a cause for concern for teachers as it requires more time and planning than other types of differentiation. Teachers are often lacking in the time for the planning of several different tasks for one class, it also leads to problems in class as managing all those tasks can be troublesome (Didau, 2013 ; Chivers, 2014). Differentiation bu outcome is often seen as the solution to this problem, as all pupils can be set the same task but it is self differentiating, each pupil will be answer the question as well as they are able (Chivers, 2014 ; Kidd & Czerniawski, 2010). The emphasis on this type of differentiation is that whatever pupils produce must be analysed and contribute to further planning, it cannot be disregarded and used as an excuse for no differentiation (Chivers, 2014). Finally, differentiation by support seems to be the least talked about in literature. There is some dispute about how effective this is in classrooms: does it reduce independent learning, or does it provide an individualised differentiation that is managed according to needs that arise in the classroom (Allison & Tharby, 2015 ; Chivers, 2014)? The literature suggests that there is no definite answer to this question, or as to which type of differentiation one should employ in classrooms. What is clear is that literature mentions all as viable options to be used alone or in conjunction with eachother. 

Finally, blog posts from school practitioners can be a valuable source of practical information for teachers, but their legitimacy for use in reports such as this can be disputed, as evidence is often anecdotal rather than based on research. Nevertheless, with the current emphasis on current teachers as researchers, blog posts are often teacher’s views on aspects of current research. For example, Tom Sherrington, Andy Tharby and David Didau are current or former teachers who are using their experience combined with research in order to produce practical blogs and books for teachers to explore. Their experience of the practical implications of differentiation research is invaluable for teaching practice, provided it is not read in isolation of the original research. (Sherrington, 2014 ; Didau, 2015; Tharby, 2013). Most blogs seem to agree that in practice differentiation by task causes too many problems and takes more time to plan than teachers have, and as such should be used infrequently as a way of differentiation, despite the fact that it often provides good outcomes (Didau, 2015 ; Sherrington, 2014 ; Chivers, 2014). 
In conclusion, there is plenty of literature available to suggest how to differentiate for many different types of pupils but does have a focus on SEN pupils. Differentiation for MAT pupils is often framed within the concept of ‘challenge’, which can conflate the idea that MAT pupils do not need classics types of differentiation. Ultimately, what literature does agree on, is that having high expectations for pupils, encouraging pupils to attempt challenging work, and providing individualised support for pupils will be beneficial to all pupils, including those who are considered MAT (Didau, 2015; Allison & Tharby, 2015 ; Donnelly & Scott, 2009 ; West-Burnham, 2005).

School Response & Analysis (links to literature

The development of MAT provision is a reasonably new addition to both the department and whole school improvement plans, having begun in September 2018 following the advice of ESTYN (2017). Within the SIP provision for MAT pupils is only number six on their list of priorities, and so there are several aspects of the plan which will take a higher priority. However, with maintaining current attainment at both key stage 3 and key stage 4 being hugely important to the school, but should the school wish to improve results then provision for MAT pupils could be crucial to getting results from those MAT students who are underachieving for whatever reason (Wallace & Donnelly, 2004). Considering the importance of results of both internal and external examinations for schools, and the connection between better setting expectations high and overall achievement, it was decided that a report on provision for MAT pupils was necessary. As there is currently very little provision for MAT pupils, either within the classroom or enriched outside of it, there is no selection of pupils work, or teacher’s planning that can be exhibited in this report. 
As mentioned above the pupils achieving highly may be masking disengagement with the work they are completing and other pupils who could be identified as MAT are in fact under achieving (Vosslamber, 2002 ; Wallace & Donnelly, 2004). As a result, the identification of MAT pupils then can be difficult, as data sets can be unreliable or misleading (Reis & Boeve, 2009 ; Casey & Koshy, 2013; Estyn, 2018).  Nevertheless, to restate the data mentioned in the introduction, 98% of pupils at key stage 3 achieve level 5 or above at the end of Year 9, of those pupils 36% achieve the highest level, 7. At key stage 4 45% of pupils achieve A*/A. Maintaining or improving these results is highly important to the department, but there is also the suggestion within the DIP that these results can be improved further, particularly for those achieving the highest marks (See Appendix A). Additionally, the high percentage of pupils achieving the highest grades means that the school results do not necessarily agree with the literature which claims that provision for MAT students, or setting the expectations high enough for all pupils to be challenged. This suggests that while there is some room for improvement, the majority of pupils are receiving the provision they need. Despite the lack of provision, it is clear that pupils at School X are achieving highly and this may be contributing to the lack of provision for the MAT, even though a proportion of those pupils may be coasting through their education (Vosslamber, 2002 ; Wallace & Donnelly, 2004).

[bookmark: _GoBack]Within the History department of School X there is little evidence to suggest that they are implementing any new strategies for challenging more able students. There may be a number of reasons for this, including the security of using tried and tested material, or the time it takes to plan for differentiation. The ‘Challenge for all’ curriculum is intended to serve the highest attaining pupils in the same way it serves the lowest attaining, for example in School X, boys, girls and pupils eligible for free school meals often achieve more highly these groups of pupils in similar schools (Estyn, 2017). However, it does not seem to be challenging those pupils who really are the most able at the moment. The majority of pupils are receiving the provision that they need to achieve, but there are some at the very top who are being dragged back down by the lack of provision. The inclusion of provision for MAT pupils on both the SIP and DIP suggests that the school is aware that it can and should do more for its pupils.  
One aspect of teaching within the history department, which aligns with literature on the topic of MAT differentiation, is that teachers within the department all have high expectations of their pupils and do not all labels of high or low ability to alter their expectations. What this would suggest is that while there are no obvious signs of differentiation, for MAT pupils in particular, as there so often are not in the classrooms of vastly experienced teachers, teachers are in fact differentiating by support (Chivers, 2014; Wallace & Donnelly, 2004). In conversation with the head of history at School X, it was discussed that the wealth of knowledge which the teachers have on pupils, which is a combination of data sets and understanding of the background, teachers are able to make judgements on how much support pupils will need in lesson regardless of their ability. This approach is in agreement with the ‘every child matters policy’, which encourages teachers to take into account all circumstances of a child, not just their ability or attainment, and by doing so teachers can best serve their pupils (Cheminais, 2010; UK Government, 2003). 
It was mentioned in the Head Teacher’s meeting and followed up with a professional dialogue with a mentor at School X that pupils from year 11, who are deemed to be more able and talented, are being sent to a Seren Network National conference. These conferences are designed to support Wales’ top pupils to reach their potential and go on to some of the top further education institutions, in particular those candidates who may consider applying to Oxbridge colleges (Jones, 2018). Even though this is not an aspect embedded into the curriculum, it is suggested that extra curricula activities are hugely beneficial to MAT learners as they are able to gain access to new information at a level which is appropriate for them (Steinmiller & Steinmiller, 2004). The same trip was run last year in School X and feedback for the event suggests that pupils themselves found it a positive experience, and that they felt interacting with top universities gave them the confidence to pursue courses they thought were out of reach for them. It additionally provides the staff who accompany students with an opportunity to share their own best practice ideas for catering for MAT learners. Overall, the whole experiecne is beneficial for the provision and engagement of MAT pupils within School X. 
The current high attainment of pupils at School X means that it is often at odds with what research says on the topic of MAT differentiation. Nevertheless, as it has been identified as an area for improvement, it is clear that School X believes that supporting their MAT pupils will be of great benefit to those pupils and the school as a whole. This outlook is firmly supported by various books and articles, as mentioned above, and so continuing development is critical (Casey & Koshy, 2013; Donnelly & Scott, 2009; West-Burnham, 2005). 

Next Steps 

Provision for MAT students needs continuing improvement within School X, particularly within the History Department. It is evident that the DIP has identified an opportunity to develop an area where real improvement is required, not just maintenance of current good practice. New tactics need to be employed in order to ensure all pupils are being challenged across schemes of work. 
· Try incorporating current historical thinking into lessons:
· Use an historian’s work to form the basis of an enquiry. Croft (2005) provides a detailed account of using an historians work with a year 8 class. The scheme of work he develops, allows pupils to deal with a range of sources which are highly challenging and describes ways to overcome challenges of lengthier reading for younger pupils. 
· Use recent news stories to make history relevant to pupils and have them analyse the article as they would a historical source.
· Actively provide differentiation by outcome:
·  Plan more open questions, for both tasks and discussions, which allow pupils to respond at an appropriate level to them. 
· Use marking opportunities to provide detailed targets for each pupil which can inform future lesson planning. 
· Continue with the ‘challenge for all’ curriculum, ensuring that expectations are set high for all students. 
· Consider differentiation by support – set the bar high so that every pupil (including the MAT) is in the struggle zone and then support the lower pupils to achieve highly. 
· Ensure that by providing for MAT pupils SEN and ‘low ability’ are not left behind, continue with current differentiation for those pupils. 
· Within the history department, increase the use of modelling at KS3 to demonstrate the level you want the pupils to achieve – this tactic is currently used well with GCSE pupils.
While School X is providing excellent teaching and learning for their pupils and their ‘challenge for all’ curriculum is serving the vast majority of pupils exceptionally well, it is clear that there is still room for improvement when it comes to those pupils considered the most able and talented. 



Appendices

Appendix A – School X: History Department Improvement Plan 
Appendix B – School X : School Improvement Plan 
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