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Investigating Contemporary Issues in Secondary Education

ECSP7001

In scientific terms, the state of education management and its associated issues could be described as a state of ‘dynamic homeostasis’. Put simply, even for education to remain where it is, it must continually change. However, education cannot remain static, rooted to past values and traditions, it must move forward or become obsolete. It needs to adapt, develop and innovate in response to an incessantly evolving world (Windham, 1996). 

This paper will investigate the process of strategic development within a school, along with some contemporary issues within education today. To add validity to this paper, investigation has been based on and around a well-established and successful school. To preserve the anonymity of the school in question, it will be referred to as ‘school x’ throughout this paper. School x consists of pupils from year 7 through to year 13. Delivering key stages (KS) three, four and five. Data and information about school x has been obtained from school meetings, school documents and Estyn reports. The data is genuine and correct to the authors knowledge. To fully understand the need for evaluation, advancement and action plans (strategic development), an area highlighted for development action within school x has been analysed in depth with reference to current literature. The contemporary issue of the reforming changes that are forecast within Welsh education, Successful Futures, expecting to be implemented in 2021 have been chosen for in depth analysis within the context of school x. Through the progress of this paper correlations can be drawn between policy driving change and change driving policies across contemporary issues in education.
Wherever possible critical evaluation has been applied to published literature referred to within this paper. The issues investigated generally have widespread support within associated academia but contrasting viewpoint have been sought wherever possible. Care has also been taken in reliability and validity of any literature used.

Change and development in education cannot be a purely technical process and is not only based on structural changes. Cognitive changes in attitudes, behaviours and believed concepts are all required amongst many other facets of the human condition. Change involves teachers, students, parents, administrators and politicians (UNESCO. IIEP, 1996).
Through analysis of the data available, school x has a structured approach to its development plan. Whilst it has not been possible to obtain the School Improvement Plan (SIP), there is information regarding the schools’ immediate priorities. These are divided into six broad categories;
1. Continue to improve standards (this is aimed at academic achievement e.g. A/A*, key stage 4 and 5 results etc.)
2. Progress in lessons (working within the Successful Futures framework and utilising effective pedagogical tools, good lesson planning, smart and diagnostic marking)
3. Skills development (numeracy, literacy, Digital Competence Framework, Welsh, independent learning through schemes of work and lessons)
4. Wider learning (concepts and initiatives such as respecting rights, healthy Schools and Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship ESDGC)
5. Department management (covering aspects such as Continual Professional Development CPD and self-evaluation)
6. Departmental (department specific improvements)
School x has also summarised its performance, aims and objectives in its ‘School on a Page’ document. This reinforces the priorities set out above, along with a more in-depth self-evaluation section. Five key areas, consisting of; ‘Standards’, ‘Wellbeing and Attitudes towards Learning’, ‘Teaching and Learning Experiences’, ‘Care, Support and Guidance’ and ‘Leadership’ have been specifically addressed, strengths identified, and development strategies put in place.
‘Standards’ have been recognised as good with academic results above expectations and the school classified within the top end of its ‘family’. Development areas include the phased introduction of a full GCSE Welsh for all course and the need to address a ‘dip’ in Maths/Numeracy performance at GCSE.
Excellent has been awarded to ‘Wellbeing and Attitudes to Learning’ within the school. Strengths have been identified in areas such as pupil involvement in decision making and pupil representation on the school council. The school was awarded the ‘Rights Respecting School level 1’ (Unicef, 2017), emphasising the involvement of pupils at all levels of school leadership. Moving forward, targets in this area include obtaining a level 2 Rights Respecting School award, embed an ESDGC programme, approving attendance to over 96% and reduce persistent absence rates. 
‘Teaching and Learning Experiences’ have also been self-evaluated and have been specified as good. Aspects including good teaching and excellent pastoral support, effective tracking and targeted intervention along with the school curriculum meeting national priorities and the needs of pupils have all been identified as strengths. Continual development in the use of incidental welsh, improvements for the use of information and communication technology ICT, and advances in identifying and targeting pupil progress in each lesson are highlighted as areas of development. 
Good was also attributed to ‘Leadership’, with targeted intervention delivering excellent outcomes. Strategic planning and direction also delivering outcomes above modelled expectations. Key development areas here include ensuring that improvement planning, and self-evaluation focus appropriately on pupil progress within lessons, along with quality of teaching progressions. 
Finally, ‘Care, Support and Guidance’ has achieved an excellent status in the school’s self-evaluation report. Strengths in this category include efficient tracking and intervention at all key stages of pupils’ attainments having a positive impact on outcomes. Effective assessment approaches have been throughout the school, with significant improvements on assessment recording and reporting. Pupils with additional learning needs ALN receive beneficial support from teachers, who are well informed about the needs of all learners with ALN. Planned and differentiated lessons support these learners and provide challenge, enabling ALN pupils to achieve levels above those expected.
This type of school development and evaluation planning (strategic planning) is essential for any school to succeed. In its simplest form, strategic planning can be broken down into three simple steps, setting goals, determining the actions required to achieve the desired goals and organising the resources needed to take those actions (Billingham, 2012). Strategic planning has become ubiquitous within all schools and school management. It is widely regarded as a successful tool for development and progress. However, it is still seen by many as ‘death by a thousand initiatives’ (Peters, 2012), with business and management academic Henry Mintzberg using terms such as ‘lead boots’ and ‘paper mills’ being the only useful things to come from strategic planning (Mintzberg, 1994). Strategic planning in the business world has been common place since the 1960’s and continues to evolve. As, people started to move into education from the business sector, so strategic planning starting to feature within schools, with skills, ideas and planning tools transferred (Peters, 2012).
Traditional approaches to strategic planning, largely influenced by people such as Peter Drucker (Library, British, 2018) and Edward Deming (Mulder, 2017) are still employed in many businesses around the world. Traditional approaches tend to rely on only the top leadership within an organisation being involved in strategic planning with a ‘command and control’ tactic. Within education a different approach has needed to be adopted due to the fundamentally different objectives between business and education. Businesses tend to want to increase customer bases and ultimately increase profits, whereas schools generally want to improve student grades, student wellbeing and ensure that the school operates to the highest standards possible amongst other things (Billingham, 2012). Therefore, educational strategic planning is often based on several different models, McNamara 2017 outlines frameworks of these models, such as ‘Issues Based Strategic Planning’ where possible approximately six current and important issues are identified then action plans are developed to tackle each issue within a six to twelve-month time frame. Due to the dynamic environment of education, a more flexible model is often adopted, this can be termed ‘Organic Strategic Planning’. It is a more cooperative, long term approach which involves as many people as possible within the organisation agreeing on one shared vision. Individuals then decides on a realistic action that they will take or achieve before the collective meet again, for example within a month.  ‘Real Time Planning’ is probably the most suited to most school strategic planning climates, it involves continuous ‘real time’ planning and is suited to organisations functioning in ever changing environments. It involves a layered approach with meetings to identify the key areas specific to the organisation (school). Development and progress in these key areas is identified and an action plan is created. This is then further broken down to key areas within the different departments of the organisation (school) and regular departmental strategic planning meetings are then utilised to ensure progress occurs within set time frames. (McNamara, 2017).
[bookmark: organic][bookmark: real]The importance of a dynamic model for strategic planning, especially in education can be seen throughout the literature published on strategic planning within education. Within strategic planning frameworks, there is also a need for elements of self-evaluation and development. Reflection and progress on reflection and evaluation are key here, as outlined by a report from the Department for Education in 2010 (Department of Education, 2010). Whilst traditional strategic planning is based on prediction, in today’s ever-changing world (no more so than within education) it’s important that planning involves exploration and not just prediction. Development and evolution are indispensable to prosper in a round hole world where square pegs have become irrelevant (Satell, 2017). 
School x embraces strategic planning further by implementing department specific strategic planning initiatives or ‘Department Improvement Plans’ (DIP). This involves weekly department meeting for all science teachers, led by the head of department. Discussion and involvement are encouraged from all staff members. An existing DIP document is used as guidance and aspects are discussed, addressed and amended where appropriate. A DIP document is available to all staff via the school intranet. Whilst it is the main documentation for reference to identifying key areas for analysis, development, improvement and actions to be taken, it is reviewed in parts or in whole at most weekly meetings so is always regarded as a dynamic framework. The dynamic framework is widely regarded as an effective method of strategic planning (Peters, 2012) (Satell, 2017) (McNamara, 2017). The science DIP at school x follows a similar outline to the school’s ‘School Priorities’ document referred to earlier in this paper. Areas within the department are broken down into development areas, departmental action points, success criteria, key stage targets, evaluations, data tracking evidence and identified timeframe monitoring reports (see appendix A.). All data tracking evidence is held in a separate ‘Evidence Folder’ it was not possible to access this folder for analysis within this paper. The time frame for the next main ‘monitoring reports’ is set as next spring (at the time of writing this paper).
 Priority number one on the school’s priorities document identifies continual improvement of standards, the DIP also identifies this as a development area. Action plan points include effective use of data to target pupils within groups to maximise A/A* and A*/C potentials. There is emphasis on ensuring that pupils are fully prepared for the practical examination elements of the course, giving as much class time as possible to practice. The development of higher tier pupil’s ability to be able to keep track of their own progress is also identified as a key area for improvement. Success criteria for the action pans include targets being achieved and the successful contribution to the SIP. Evaluation of development areas include comments of effective results being seen from the use of peer/self-assessment and effective classroom questioning. Evaluation of the last GCSE exams identified the Chemistry exam as challenging, with Biology and Physics being more accessible.
(The second priority on the school’s priority list looks at progress in lessons. Again, this is echoed on the DIP. This area of the DIP will be investigated in depth at the end of the overview of the science DIP.)
Skills and literacy development, common to both the school’s priority report and the science DIP contains action points such as continued use of ‘incidental’ welsh during lessons by pupils and teachers alike. It is worth noting at this point that this was an area highlighted as ‘Good’ on the most recent Estyn report for school x (Estyn, 2017). Evaluation of the school’s effectiveness is judged by Estyn using their four-point judgement scale. ‘Excellent’ equates to a strong, sustained practices and performance. ‘Good’ is measured as strong features within the inspection with just minor aspects requiring improvement. ‘Adequate’ is seen as strengths outweighing weaknesses, but improvement is required in important areas and aspects of the school. ‘Unsatisfactory’ denotes that important weaknesses outweigh the strengths and urgent improvements are needed. School x’s science DIP then goes on to highlight success criteria for continued use of welsh during lessons as pupils showing improvement in skills and pupils and teachers being aware of the skills being targeted and understanding what is needed to be done to achieve the higher skills. Evaluation of the skills development plan highlighted continued improvement and growing confidence in the use of skills specific incidental welsh by the pupils. This was reinforced with positive feedback from lesson observations.
Wider learning (point four on the school’s priorities document) is also addressed within the science DIP. Continued development and evaluation in line with the overall school policy are targeted, which feeds into point five on the school’s priority plan, involving Department management. Here the science DIP reiterates the fact that all DIP meetings adhere to and follow the frame work of the whole school agenda (school priorities). Action points include department meetings used to discuss issues and targets. The importance of documenting all lesson observations, product monitoring and action points are also included along with the importance of sharing all data within and across the department. The science department is fully aware of the priorities and action points linked to targets that identify the success criteria. Evaluation within the department development notes that data sharing on pupil’s progress and monitoring across the department is creating a positive effect on identifying any issues that may be present and allowing plans to be implemented where help is required. 
Further aspects of the science DIP include analysis of KS4 Separate Science and KS5 pupils. Both areas follow similar development, action points and evaluations as the overall Standards section of the DIP. However, within the KS5 evaluation it was highlighted that some students did not complete the course due to late realisation that the content was at a higher level than they had first perceived. This came about through the extra revision sessions provided. As a result, the order in which some topics are taught has been changed to allow pupils to become aware at an early stage if the subject is beyond them.
 As discussed earlier, point two on the school priority document, progress in lessons, is also addressed within the science DIP. School x has begun to implement some of the changes that are forecast to happen within education and the national curriculum over the next few years. These are based on Successful Futures and Donaldson’s ‘12 Pedagogical Principles’ (Welsh Government, 2015) (Impact Wales, 2018). Drawing on the successful futures framework, school x has adopted the ‘teach less, learn more’ philosophy. This is echoed within the science DIP. There is an emphasis on group work with pupils sharing good ideas along with good practice. Teachers are tasked with smart and diagnostic marking, good lesson planning and adopting the approach of guidance and background teaching where possible. Allowing pupils to investigate, develop and discover information. Action points include a focus on pupils gaining knowledge and understanding from within the GCSE framework and syllabus and not elsewhere. Year 9 pupils will continue the same focus as year 7 and year 8, however, topics will be taken from the year 10 GCSE course. Success criteria outlines that within lesson observations, pupils are seen to be working together rather than being teacher led. Within books, it should be evident that assessment for learning AFL is being used to identify targets set out in the skills framework. Furthermore, pupils will exhibit improved skills levels and confidence to work together, along with the self-assurance to ‘get things wrong’ allowing the progress of ‘working things out’. The ‘Evaluation’ section of this DIP reports clear evidence generated from the department product review, of the skills framework being implemented. Pupils books show consistency from teachers across the department following the scheme of work. The use of AFL stickers and comments consistent to the skills framework, along with good practice of peer/self-marking is also prevalent. Positive comments from staff indicate that the newly implemented year 9 approach to skills using the GCSE syllabus is working effectively. The ability of pupils to carry out tasks whilst working in the newly implemented year 9 approach is encouraging. Several year 7 and year 8 classes were observed by members of staff outside the department, resulting in positive feedback that included observations that the Successful Futures 12 pedagogical principles (Impact Wales, 2018) are being implemented along with tasks being challenging and differentiated. 
Professor Graham Donaldson was commissioned by the Welsh Government to investigate and propose methods of reformation for education in Wales (Donaldson, 2015). The successful futures framework as set out by Donaldson includes four core purposes, these are that all children and young people will become ambitious, capable learners. They will be enterprising and creative contributors along with being healthy and confident individuals. Finally, the successful futures framework also sets out that children and young people will become ethical and informed citizens. Donaldson suggests that there should be ‘Six areas of learning and experience’ resulting from the amalgamating of current departments. The six areas being expressive arts, health and wellbeing, humanities, languages/literacies and communication, mathematics and numeracy and finally science and technology (Department of Education, 2010).
Three areas identified as literacy, numeracy and digital competence would then be regarded as cross curriculum and hold equal importance within each of the six areas as above. Opportunities to develop wider skills should also be built in to the six areas of learning, including critical thinking and problem solving, planning and organising, creativity and innovation along with personal effectiveness. A further suggestion that Welsh should be learned by every learner up to the age of 16 is included in the successful futures framework, with emphasis and focus on using Welsh for effective communication, conversation and understanding (Department of Education, 2010).
The 12 Pedagogical Principles (12PP) are another element of the Successful Futures framework that was suggested by Donaldson, they can be briefly summarised as a series of suggested directives;
1. Create authentic contexts for learning.
2. Encourage learners to take responsibility for their own learning.
3. Support social and emotional development and positive relationships.
4. Encourage collaboration.
5. Sustain pupil effort to reach high but achievable targets.
6. Employ a broad repertoire of teaching approaches.
7. Promote problem solving, creative and critical thinking.
8. Build on previous knowledge and experience to engage interest.
9. Focus on the four core purposes.
10. Use assessment for learning to accelerate progress.
11. Make connections within and across areas of learning and experience.
12. Reinforce cross curricular responsibilities, literacy, numeracy and digital competency.

Change within any sector of society always sparks debate, the changes planned for the new national curriculum are no exception to this. The Association of Teachers and Lecturers ATL, in response to the new proposals for educational reform, held a break out session with delegates and raised some issues with implementation of the successful futures framework. Concern was raised over the destiny of modern foreign languages alongside quantifying how much Welsh would be taught. There was also concern that the present examination structure may not be congruent with the proposed thematic six areas of learning. Problems with learners progressing to A levels from the successful futures framework were also raised, again due to the lack of similarity and congruency between the structures and curriculums (ATL, 2015). The National Assembly’s education committee also raised concerns with chair Lynne Neagle writing to the education secretary Kirsty Williams suggesting that the Welsh Government should implement contingency plans in case the development strategy of successful futures is unproductive (Welsh Assembly, 2017). Concerns over the Successful Futures implementation has also been raised by several headteachers, in a study by Evans 2016, it is highlighted that an exam board manager and former head teacher felt that there was a noticeable gap between the ambitious propose implementation timeline and a more realistic, true execution timeline (Evans, 2016).
Suggestions that the Successful Futures programme has failed to consider the impact of socioeconomic backgrounds on education in Wales have also been made. along with protestations that the programme is also androcentric and ethnocentric. Critics state that perspectives within the Successful Futures framework have ineffectively addressed data on existing student disparity in education across Wales in terms of culture, socioeconomic status and gender (Conolly, 2006).  A further critique of the Successful Futures programme evident from an in depth review of current literature is that whilst Welsh education policy is embedded with the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC),  Successful Futures has a limited focus on these core issues (Welsh Gov., 2015) (Taylor, et al., 2016) (Lemke & Zhu, 2018) (UNICEF, 2019).
However, notwithstanding the inherent problems with implementation of any new system, there are still many supporters of the successful futures framework. It promises a comprehensive experience-based approach to learning, equipping children with skills that can be used effectively in the world (Welsh Government, 2015).  There is an emphasis on experimental learning from accessing subjects that are contextually and directly related to real life. this is an approach that has been widely researched and supported as an effective learning tool (Kontra, et al., 2015). The contrasting depths and flexibility of tasks that are encouraged within the successful futures framework are also widely supported, along with the focus on cross curricular knowledge in numeracy, literacy and digital competency (Anderton, 2017).
It is hoped that the Successful Futures programme will begin to be implemented into schools officially from 2021 onwards through a ‘phased in’ approach. There are still many schools within the geographical area of school x and within school x’s ‘family’ of school that are still to embrace any aspects of the Successful Futures framework. It is however, clear that school x has begun to embrace the forthcoming changes as already mentioned in this paper. The strategic planning policy and the science DIP are evidence of this. The most recent Estyn report for school x highlighted four recommendations, these were;
R1. Improve all pupils progress in lessons.
R2. Improve Welsh and ICT standards of pupils across the curriculum.
R3. Improve systems of accountability at all levels of leadership.
R4. Ensure that self-evaluation and improvement planning focus suitably on the quality of teaching quality and progress of pupils within lessons.
Whilst ESTYN, although funded by the Welsh Assembly is an independent organisation, correlations can be seen between its report categorisations, structure and the Successful Futures framework (Gov. UK, 2018). Therefore, school x in its strategic planning comfortable works to improve recommendations set out by ESTYN and embrace Successful Futures principles simultaneously. The area of the science DIP that has been discussed in depth within this paper, point two on the school priority document, progress in lessons, encompasses many Successful Futures principles and draws on section three within the recent ESTYN report, Teaching and Learning Experiences. Here, ESTYN has awarded an overall grading of ‘Good’. The report comments that most teachers have up to date subject knowledge and are able to establish productive and positive working relationships with their pupils. There are high expectations of pupils within lessons and within the school environment in general. Teachers skilfully organise resources and learning spaces to support their pupils learning. The report continues to comment that most teachers employ engaging techniques within lessons to engage pupils, allowing for good pupil progress. However, some lessons are at a slower learning pace and a minority of teachers do not adapt work to suit the needs of pupils effectively enough (Estyn, 2017). Directly referring to the science DIP, this part of the ESTYN report has been noted and included in the development action plan. Employment of the 12PP as commented on observations during evaluations is an indication of this. Parallels can also be drawn between other areas of the ESTYN report and areas of Successful Futures that address these matters. For example, ESTYN comments that whilst many teachers use questioning effectively within school x there are some short falls, with not enough questioning to develop the pupils understanding or extend their ideas. Donaldson suggests the promotion of problem solving, creative and critical thinking as one of the 12PP along with building on previous knowledge and experience to engage interest (Impact Wales, 2018). The ESTYN report also notes that positive verbal feedback is used well during lessons, along with constructive written feedback when marking books. Pupils are expected to respond to teachers comments and make the necessary improvements required of them. This is echoed within the 12PP where learners are encouraged to take responsibility for their own learning. School x shows evidence of this approach in it’s ‘teach less, learn more’ philosophy, outlined in the science DIP. Other key areas of the 12PP include using assessment for learning AFL to accelerate progress and employing a broad repertoire of teaching approaches. These are tools identified and implemented by school x as set out in the science DIP, again, correlation between this and the ESTYN report can be inferred where it is noted that ESTYN found that the quality of assessment could be variable across departments.
Overall, and largely due to the adoption of the Successful Futures framework, school x has a robust and effective DIP. it is clear from analysis that the dynamic approach is key. Continual evaluation, reflection and development ensure continuing improvements in standards, results, objectives and overall effectiveness. It has already begun to embrace the changes set to land within Welsh education in 2021. Detractors of the forthcoming Successful Futures framework remain sceptical and are reluctant to change for changes sake, often using the argument, ‘it might never happen anyway, so we’re not changing until we have to’. The research and analysis undertaken during this paper have reinforced the opinion of the author that whilst there is still much of the Successful Futures framework that needs to be clarified, adapted and possibly rethought, the fundamental core principles involved make a sound and stable foundation to build educational principles on. With this understanding, further recommendations for school x would simply include to continue to develop and adapt the 12PP and core Successful Futures principles. Equipping students with the skills necessary for independent research and investigation will always be of merit regardless of educational reforms. Lessons need to be engaging, informative, progressive and inclusive to all. They should challenge, inspire, inform and validate. Learners should feel safe and confident. Education should provide the opportunity for growth both socially and intellectually to learners of all abilities.
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