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Issues within education create an everchanging landscape that teachers and schools must navigate and be aware of on a daily basis. McMahon et al. (2011) believe that it is vital that teachers, especially trainees, recognise the ‘contested nature’ of education and that areas of teaching practice and school procedure must be consistently reflected on to ensure the best outcomes for students. This criticality of their work and an understanding of its wider context is essential for staff at all of levels of the school hierarchy. 

This assignment will identify and explore the educational issues faced by a school in which I have recently taken part in professional teaching experience. It will discuss and evaluate the school’s improvement plan, in addition to the departmental improvement plan for science, to examine closely how the school is dealing with these issues and planning for future success. Furthermore, it will critically review the process of strategic planning and how it used to secure improvement within schools. Finally, the current progress achieved by the school within its target areas will be assessed and any potential improvements to school procedure for future implementation will be included. 

The school discussed within this assignment is based in the Neath Port Talbot local authority area. It is an English-medium, mixed comprehensive school for ages 11-16 with the vast majority of pupils speaking English as a first language. For further context, the percentage of pupils eligible for free school meals is higher than the national average. The catchment area is a varied one, with parts of it considered to be some of the most deprived areas in the whole of Wales. Another notable feature of the school is the considerable number of pupils found on the special education needs register. This is also higher than the national average for Wales. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]According to a recent Estyn report (Appendix A), the school provides all pupils with a caring and nurturing learning experience. Estyn also noted the good pupil outcomes achieved at the end of key stage 4, particularly in English and Mathematics. However, throughout the report, “Teaching and learning experiences” was identified as an area that needs improvement within the school. Specifically, recommendations were made to improve the overall quality of teaching within the school and ensure that pupils of all abilities are challenged. This issue of teaching quality will form the basis of this assignment and the school’s initiatives in this area will be discussed in detail. I have chosen this topic due to its high importance and relevance throughout the school’s Estyn report and improvement planning documents. 

Alongside its quality of teaching, the school has identified a range of other issues which have been noted in the departmental improvement plan (Appendix B). This plan is segmented clearly into 5 separate strategic aims. The aims for the science department are: 
· Enhance standards of attainment across the school for all pupils and groups of learners; 
· To further develop the support strategies for improving attendance, promoting pupil wellbeing and safeguarding; 
· To enhance the quality and range of learning and teaching experiences to ensure all pupils are literate, numerate and digitally competent; 
· Developing a culture of leadership, accountability and capacity building at all levels; leadership through effective professional development; 
· To continue to develop and enhance the school’s community focus and community use, its site and its resources.

In order to achieve each of these quite broad aims, the plan lists several specific activities that need to be carried out within the department, as well as the names of staff members responsible for each activity. The required resources and target dates for each activity are also listed and a section of the plan is dedicated to the expected positive impacts of each strategic aim. 

In partnership with this document, the school has also produced a whole school improvement plan (SIP) (Appendix C) for all members of staff. Both plans are similar in terms of their structure, however the SIP choses to focus on only 3 of the strategic aims previously mentioned, with one of these being the improvement of teaching and learning quality. The fact that this aim is common to both plans is significant, as it demonstrates the importance of quality teaching within all school departments. It also displays a direct relationship between the planning approaches taken at both whole school and departmental levels.

The role of strategic planning in securing improvement is something that has been widely discussed in educational literature. Collins (2012) is one of the advocates for strategic planning, insisting that it should be used in all schools. She views the process as something which offers direction and ensures that all staff, as well as students and the community, are aware of where the school intends to be in the future. Effective planning also has the additional benefit of freeing up senior staff members’ time. This is because their daily decisions can be more easily made by considering whether or not their actions will fit within the school’s vision and goals.

In addition to this, Tracy (2013) believes that any senior staff decisions must reflect school goals and send a message of consistency. She points out that any noticeable inconsistencies between actions and school beliefs may lead to a lack of trust from other staff and community members. This can be viewed as a potential weakness in the process of strategic planning. If leaders are unwilling to be committed to creating a school’s vision, it undermines the effectiveness and value of the entire plan. Returning to Collins (2012), “A plan is of no use at all if it is not followed!”. Therefore, strategic plans should be simple and focused on specific important issues to ensure they are implemented and followed correctly. The school discussed in this assignment seems to be aware of this need, demonstrated by the presence of clear strategic aims and manageable activities for all staff. Bubb and Earley (2010) state that this method acts like a ‘logical chain’, as the steps staff need to follow are built from purposeful and relevant needs of the school. This results in staff seeing value in their efforts and developments which improves their teaching and the overall wellbeing about their work. 

Another feature of effective strategic planning is the use of flexible plans that can adapt to external change. In other areas of industry, more long-term planning procedures may be used but the external environment around schools is one that is turbulent and uncertain, as Preedy (2007) discusses. Schools in recent years have become more autonomous in their operation, which has brought an increased accountability in areas such as student performance and spending decisions. A brand-new incoming curriculum, based on the work of Graham Donaldson (Welsh Government, 2015), is a further example of change for education within Wales. This change is set to completely revolutionise the way in which schools and teachers currently work, therefore it will require all schools to be effectively preparing for the changes in order to succeed. Preedy (2007) states that schools need to be proactive towards changing environments, mapping out the expected trends and forming strategies for development. If schools are properly prepared and staff are provided with suitable guidance, it will limit any negative effects of transition and allow productive student learning to continue. 

Other accounts on strategic planning seem to oppose this view, deemphasising the extent to which schools can respond to external change. Whittington (2002) argues that environmental changes are usually too fast and unpredictable for organisations to properly anticipate. From this perspective, any apparent success from strategic planning is merely the result of good fortune and not necessarily correct strategic choices. Furthermore, Levin (2001) states that influences from society and politics can impact on education in complex ways. From one government to the next, there may be unprecedented change that schools are expected to conform to in relatively short timeframes. Many books on strategic planning seem to believe it is essential and a logical process that can be carried out step-by-step to produce successful results. However, the sometimes irrational nature of change in education is something that should be considered when evaluating any strategic plan. Schools must be both resilient and adaptable when required, which strategic planning does not fully allow for, as the expectations placed upon them can change at any moment. 

A study carried out by Reeves and White (2008) looked in greater depth at the characteristics of successful strategic plans. They analysed hundreds of plans from different schools, assessing their quality in 20 different “dimensions” of planning, implementation and monitoring. They found that student achievement and improvement was greater in schools that scored highly in their strategic planning dimensions. Specifically, performance was significantly improved in schools with high expectations and an emphasis on teaching and leadership within their planning. Other schools, whose plans reflected the idea that student background or demographic was a main factor in achievement, showed less student improvements. This study shows compelling evidence in favour of strategic planning, portraying it as a tool for improvement and not merely as an end in itself. In summary, it is safe to say that successful strategic planning needs all members of staff to fully understand a shared school vision and fundamentally believe in its implementation.

Looking back to the Neath Port Talbot school discussed in this assignment, the issue of teacher quality is something that has been discussed and addressed within planning documentation. The quality of teaching present within any school or education system is something that should not be overlooked. As Dillon and Maguire (2011) state, teaching is a profession which requires expertise and commitment. They believe that by developing the skills, knowledge and attitudes of their pupils, teachers ultimately shape our futures and how well we manage in life. This opinion places a high value on quality teaching, viewing it as a way to potentially improve prospects for both individuals and the wider communities they live in. 

Darling-Hammond (2000) supports this view and states that investments in raising the quality of teachers can lead to improved student outcomes. It is worth noting that the studied factors influencing teacher quality in this article are ones which are quite easily measured and quantifiable. These factors range from the amount of teaching experience a teacher has, to their levels of knowledge, both general and subject specific. If a poor quality of teaching is left unaddressed across a school, it may lead to detrimental effects in student outcomes and can affect the school’s future prospects. This consequence highlights the significance of the issue within the improvement plans for both school and department. Bubb and Earley (2010) also recognise the importance of investing in continual staff development, stating that it results in improved resilience, job satisfaction and self-confidence for staff members. 

High quality teaching has also been promoted by the Department for Education (2010), in the appropriately titled paper “The Importance of Teaching”. Although this document is written towards teachers within England, it is still effective in highlighting the impacts of teacher quality within other countries, including Wales. According to the paper, evidence shows that the quality of teachers and teaching in schools is the most important factor in determining how well children do. This theory stands not only in the UK, but also in several different education systems from around the world. For example, both Finland and South Korea are countries which hold the profession of teaching to a high status, recruiting teachers from the top 10% and 5% of graduates respectively. This selection process could possibly provide these countries with more knowledgeable teachers and thus a teaching cohort of greater overall quality. An increased quality of teaching may be a significant factor towards the success of these countries in educational metrics such as PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) results (OECD, 2016). 

However, solely relying on this type of quantitative data to assess teacher quality may not offer schools a totally accurate picture. Although PISA tests require students to sit the same examinations in reading, mathematics and science, Alexander (2012) explains that it is impossible to use the results as an accurate comparison as every country has a differing social and economic context which impacts on their outcome. Despite this, it is important to note that PISA itself recognises the limitations found in its testing. They specify that their tests only cover some of the essential skills and knowledge required to fully participate in society (OECD, 2019). Sjøberg (2015) has also discussed this issue and criticises the use of PISA test scores as a global measure of quality. He points out that there is currently a large amount of government pressure towards schools aimed at improving results. This creates a battle within the classroom; as educators push for higher test scores, they may be neglecting their work which is aimed at motivating learners and making science relevant to them. It is qualitative aspects of teaching such as these which create a difficulty in truly assessing teacher quality. 

In light of this, a review by Coe et al. (2014) sought to identify and categorise some of the common characteristics found within great teaching. Understandably they recognise the difficulties faced by schools which are attempting to improve their quality of teaching. They note that many of the frameworks used within schools to recognise effective teaching are too broad and open to interpretation, which may add an unnecessary layer of confusion to any assessments of teaching quality. Therefore, the research offers up six suggested components of effective teaching, ranging from a good pedagogical content knowledge to a teacher’s beliefs and professional behaviour. By using a simple framework such as this, along with effective formative lesson observations, schools may be able to more easily capture high quality teaching and improve upon any teaching that is lacking.

Walker (2008) has carried out similar work in this area. By surveying students, he compiled a list of twelve characteristics possessed by an effective teacher. As before, many of these traits are qualitative and not measurable with hard data. If schools make the choice to evaluate their teachers based on student results, they will have much less difficulty in gathering a large amount of data. Going down this route however, requires high quality assessment of learning and a level of instructional sensitivity to truly gauge student progress across a range of desirable educational outcomes (Polikoff, 2014).

As previously mentioned, a recent Estyn report for this assignment’s specific school (Appendix A) recommended an improvement to the quality of teaching. During the inspection, it was found that whilst many teachers plan useful activities “they do not always plan carefully enough to meet the needs of the most and least able”. It is widely believed that such a differentiation of instruction can lead to improved academic performance (Kiley, 2011). If classwork is not suitably differentiated, lower level pupils may struggle and fall behind, likewise any more able pupils could become bored and disengaged in their work. Tomlinson and Strickland (2005) point out the ways in which teachers can attempt to differentiate for all abilities. This can involve adjusting the actual content being learned, the process by which it is learned, or the expected learning outcomes by which pupils display their knowledge. Effective differentiation has also been described simply as a teacher’s ability to respond to a learner’s needs, promoting individual success and student growth (Tomlinson and Allan, 2000). Despite this and based on the opinion of Estyn, many teachers within the school may find differentiation to be complex and hard to implement in their work. 

Further to this, Estyn notes that in some lessons, pupils are given work which is over-scaffolded and are not given the opportunity to develop skills associated with independent learning. This will be a large concern for staff members in the near future as preparations are made for the incoming changes to the Welsh curriculum. A major part of the Successful Futures document produced by Graham Donaldson is the presence of four purposes. One of which states that all young people should be developed into “ambitious, capable learners” (Welsh Government, 2015). Donaldson’s recommendations suggest that if pupils are provided with independent learning opportunities, their ability to explore new areas of learning and self-evaluate performance increases. With this in mind, it will be important for the school to promote independent learning and ensure pupils are ready to learn throughout their lives. This also might have a positive impact on the school’s performance in end of year assessments.

Expanding upon this, Key Stage 4 pupil data in science is one final piece of evidence that demonstrates a need to improve the quality of teaching within the school. By viewing data from the Welsh Government (Appendix D), it can be seen that the school performed consistently worse than the national average across the years 2014-2017. Benchmarking data also suggests that the school’s performance in science could be improved. Compared to other schools with similar levels of free school meal pupils, the school is found within the bottom 50% of performance levels. This data is useful as it lowers the effects of social deprivation on relative achievement, giving a more subjective view on the quality of teaching present in the school. However, as the data only goes up to 2017, we cannot judge how the school has performed more recently.

In response to this evidence, the school’s science department has put numerous strategies into place in hopes of improving their quality of teaching (Appendix B). One such measure is the development of new Key Stage 3 testing materials, encompassing elements of the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework (Learning Wales, 2014) as well PISA style questions aimed at assessing scientific literacy. According to the plan, these types of questions would be aimed towards the more able and talented pupils within classes. Improvement within this area may be worth the investment of staff time, as Holbrook and Rannikmae (2009) relate scientific literacy to an appreciation of the nature of science, as well as skills and values appropriate for responsible citizens. One area of concern associated with this process is the level of difficulty for any future assessments. If the tests become too difficult, or not difficult enough, they may lose their effectiveness in accurately assessing the abilities of the wide range of pupils in the school. Therefore, care must be taken to ensure that pupils are provided with a range of question types and content to assess across all Key Stage 3 levels. As of 2018, this entire process had begun but had not been completed yet. This is shown by the use of a colour coded evaluation scale within the departmental development plan; any green tasks have been completed, any amber ones have had notable progress and any measures which are red have had either little or no development.

In order to encourage reflective learning among pupils, the science department have also implemented a marking policy that guides reflection. Teachers are instructed to note ‘what went well’ and ‘even better if’ whilst marking any pupil work, denoted usually with ‘WWW’ and ‘EBI’. The rationale behind this is that it will make pupils more consciously aware of their strengths and any areas for potential development. Pupils are also provided with the opportunity to reflect on this feedback during ‘directed improvement and reflection time’ (DIRT). Black and William (2005) promote this form of formative feedback, believing that teachers should note the particular qualities of a pupil’s work and offer advice for improvement, all whilst avoiding comparisons to the work of other pupils. They also note that this feedback can result in particularly good results amongst the lower achievers of a class, which is a rather relevant issue for this specific school. In contrast to this view, Fisher and Frey (2012) state that written feedback puts too much responsibility on students, who have little understanding of what they need to do with their feedback. As a result of this, some students ignore any feedback given and others take note of it but fail to transfer any improvements to their future work. Estyn has noted the presence of helpful and specific feedback for pupil work within the school, but also talk about an inconsistency present between teachers’ expectations and pupils’ responses to written feedback. This may be an example of the previously mentioned pupil confusion that arises from feedback which is ineffective. 

A further measure that has been employed by the department is the undertaking of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) by all members of staff. Specifically, arrangements have been made so that staff can attend training courses that aim to enhance knowledge and skills within their respective non-specialist areas of science. Having a good subject knowledge in all three areas of science is vital for teachers, as the timetabling and logistic in many schools requires teachers to teach outside their specialist areas. The department is also focusing on collaboration with another nearby school in order to develop pedagogy and innovation within the curriculum. As Cordingley et al. (2005) demonstrate, collaborative CPD has been linked to many substantial improvements in both learning and teaching. These include; greater teacher confidence, enhanced belief amongst teachers that can make a positive difference in pupils’ lives and improved knowledge and practice. The most obvious drawback of CPD is that it requires the use of staff time. This could cause disruption in the classroom if teachers end up missing lessons while attending professional courses. 

Looking at the SIP (Appendix C), one strategy that is being rolled out across the school is the use of pupil ambassadors across all areas of learning. The school believes that teaching and learning quality can be improved by allowing pupils to have an impact on the ways in which best teaching practice is established. Feedback from pupil ambassadors will gathered in half-termly meetings and schemes of learning across the school may potentially be altered as a result of this. Pupil voice can sometimes offer an interesting perspective on teaching and offer new means in which teachers can improve. A study by McIntyre et al. (2005) also notes that pupils can find motivation when they are treated as active responsible members of a whole school organisation and consulted about the ways in which they most effectively learn. They also found that many teachers respond positively to pupil feedback, finding it reassuring and constructively focused on learning. However, for effective progress to be made from pupil voice, there needs to be a trust and mutual respect between both pupil and teacher. Without this, it will be difficult to form any sort of constructive dialogue, resulting in a low level of collaboration. With this in mind, the specific pupils which are to become subject ambassadors will need to be carefully selected, so that the views of all pupils may be gathered in an accurate and sensible manner.

A further measure aimed at improving the quality of teaching and learning within the school is the development of behaviour management. As per the SIP, staff have recently been trained on the school’s five pillars of behaviour management, with training taking place during evening inset sessions. The implementation of this new strategy is an ongoing process, but the school hopes to use a unified approach to develop a consistent culture of behaviour management across all staff and all departments. Establishing proper practices for effective discipline is critical for schools that wish to provide safe learning environments and ensure academic success (Luiselli et al., 2005). This study explored the positive effects that whole-school intervention has on pupil behaviour. They found that, as a result of reduced behavioural problems, teachers were able to devote more lesson time to effective teaching and learning, therefore maximising pupil progress. It is noted in the study, however, that any observed reductions in behavioural issues may not be entirely attributed to the intervention scheme put in place. Other factors, such as changes within staff personnel and student population, may have unplanned impacts on the levels of behaviour within schools. Nevertheless, having a school wide structure in place will help teachers in making their daily decisions and ensure that they are all on the same page with regards to behaviour. 

After reading the SIP and observing the progress that the school has made in my brief time there, I have devised some recommended improvements and strategies that the school may choose to include in future strategic planning. One such strategy is the use of team teaching, which is the act of collaboration of multiple teachers working to teach one group of students. Team teaching ultimately has its roots in the premise that two heads are better than one. More than this, it is a process where teachers can work together to set goals for pupils, prepare lesson plans and share insights and experiences with one another. Buckley (1999) believes that team teaching can be also exciting for students, as teachers can model proper teamwork and even a level of academic freedom through courteous discourse during lessons. Jang (2006) has also studied the positive effects of team teaching within secondary schools. They observed that student performance increased in classes that received team teaching compared to those that had not. Questionnaires also demonstrated that a majority of pupils preferred a team teaching approach, noting that their teachers appeared more motivated and attentive to their process of teaching. Teachers also benefitted from team teaching, as their concepts of class management and teaching strategies were expanded upon. However, there are problems with implementing this approach, one of which is teachers finding the time necessary to meet and properly plan with their team members. If this approach is to be used within the school, then staff timetabling would need to be altered and thus support from administrative staff would be needed. Despite this, I think that team teaching could be an interesting area to explore for both pupils and teachers within the school.

The second recommendation I will make is for the school to review and update its policy on pupil feedback through marking. As previously discussed, Estyn was unsure regarding the effectiveness of teachers’ written feedback. I have also observed that the process is one which takes up a large proportion of teachers’ time. Elliott et al. (2016) have also shown that there is little evidence and research to justify the enormous effort teachers invest in marking and specifically written feedback. They believe that efficiency can be improved if schools increase their quality of marking while reducing the actual amount of work marked, adopting a mantra along the lines of ‘work smarter, not harder’. To achieve this, teachers may choose to offer feedback in different forms such as reteaching topics. Reteaching content allows gaps in knowledge and common misconceptions to be addressed in a collective and efficient manner. Shute (2008) suggests that reiteration of content and mnemonic techniques can support fact learning and provision of multiple examples or counterexamples can support conceptual knowledge. The key to this strategy is providing pupils with multiple fresh views of a topic, which may help those who struggled to understand said topic the first time it was taught. Feedback is most certainly an important feature of effective learning. Hattie (2012) states that when compared to all other schooling factors, feedback has twice the average effect on pupil achievement. However, there are many methods in which feedback can be implemented, so schools need to decide which strategies are best suited to their staff and students.

In summary, this assignment has provided a case study on the role of strategic planning in tackling the major issues that schools and teachers face within modern education. As external pressures for innovation and continual progress increase, so does the extent to which schools must plan for their successful futures. 
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