ECSP7001		Student number: 1800961
[image: Discover University of Wales Trinity Saint David] 
APPENDIX GA36d

	LEVEL 7 ASSESSMENT SPECIFICATION 



	Student name:
	Rebecca Mountstephens
	Student ID number:
	1800961

	Programme:
	Secondary PGCE

	Module:
	Investigating Contemporary Issues in Secondary Education

	Module code:
	ECSP7001
	Contribution to Overall Module Assessment (%):
	100%

	Lecturer:
	Shân Samuel-Thomas
	Internal Verifier:
	

	Assignment Title:
	Investigating Contemporary Issues in Secondary Education

	Word count (or equivalent):
	5,000 words

	Submission deadline:
	January 28th 2019

	Return date of provisional marks & written feedback:
	February 19th 2019


	Submission method:
	All written assessments, where practical and possible, must be submitted via Turnitin unless otherwise instructed by the Lecturer. (Please DO NOT put this assessment specification into Turnitin or it will match many similarities with other students’ submissions.)
Alternative submission method (if applicable): 
Late submission of the assessment will result in a late penalty mark.  Penalties for late submission: Up to one week late, maximum mark of 50%.  Over one week late, 0%.  Only the Extenuating Circumstances Panel may approve a change to submission dates.

	Academic honesty / referencing:
	Academic honesty is required. In the main body of your submission you must give credit to authors on whose research and ideas your work is based. Append to your submission a reference list that indicates the books, articles, etc. that you have used, cited or quoted in order to complete this assessment.  




Investigating Contemporary Issues in Secondary Education: Literacy and the Attainment Gap between Boys and Girls

Introduction
	According to the Welsh Assembly Government (2006), “in order to maintain the improvement in standards achieved in our schools, it will be necessary to focus increasingly on the relative under-achievement of boys compared to girls” (Estyn, 2008; Welsh Assembly Government, 2006).  This was a key feature of the Learning Country: Vision into Action report (2006) which highlighted the steps that schools need to take in order to improve performance in pupils and close the attainment gap between boys and girls in secondary education.  This issue, however, is not exclusive to education in Wales.  The attainment gap between boys and girls is evident across the United Kingdom, and most of the developed world, and has continued to be a significant issue in secondary education (Estyn, 2008).  This report will be focusing on the attainment gap in Welsh secondary schools, focusing on the development plan of School X; an English medium secondary school based in Swansea (Estyn, 2015).  There needs to be a focus on the gender attainment gap in Wales because, despite a marked improvement in the overall attainment levels of pupils in assessments, GCSEs, and A levels over the last twenty years, Estyn reports still state that girls are continuing to outperform boys in most subjects (Estyn, 2008).  According to Estyn, boys in Wales are consistently gaining fewer GCSEs compared to girls (Estyn, 2008).  Therefore, a key focus of this report will be what School X can do in order to improve the progress of boys and reduce the gap in attainment between boys and girls across all key stages.  This is because the gap has been widening recently, and there has been less evidence of efforts to help reduce the gap in Wales, showing that more steps need to be taken to make progress on improving this issue (Estyn, 2008). 
	A key factor which needs to be addressed when assessing the attainment gap between boys and girls is literacy.  While a lesson common factor compared to others such as race, disability, and socioeconomic backgrounds, gender must be considered as to one of the biggest contributors to the gap in literacy proficiency and attainment between boys and girls (Lexia Learning, 2017).  Estyn (2008) consider literacy to be the most significant reason for boys struggling in secondary education, and they attribute the attainment gap to fewer boys achieving the level of literacy required for them to succeed, hence why girls continue to outperform boys across the key stages (Estyn, 2008).  This is particularly the case when it comes to written communication, and reading, although there is more focus on boys struggling with written literacy meaning they can encounter problems in accessing the whole of the school curriculum (Estyn, 2008; University of Bristol, 2016).  This can have a significant impact on boys’ ability to progress not only in language-based subjects in particular, such as English and History, but in all curriculum subjects because a degree of reading and communication skills are necessary for pupils to progress in school (Estyn, 2008).  Therefore, this report will be using the development of literacy in boys in School X as an example of the measures the school needs to take in reducing the attainment gap in boys and girls.  The report will mostly focus on the whole school approach using the school development plan, but in parts will draw on individual department plans, using the school’s history department as an example.  
School X and the School Development Plant
School X is an English medium, mixed, 11-19 secondary school based in Swansea (Estyn, 2015).  The school published its most recent development plan in September 2018, which details its planned projects to aid the development of the school across the 2018-2019 academic year (Appendix 1).  The projects are divided into three key areas of focus: achieving outstanding pupil outcomes, provision that inspires and enthuses, and highly effective leadership and teaching (Appendix 1).  This report will be focusing on the projects related to achieving outstanding pupil outcomes, as this section is where the school will be highlighting issues concerning the attainment gap between boys and girls and developing pupils’ literacy using the most effective strategies to improve the gap in literacy skills between boys and girls.  Each project is assigned to a dedicated team of staff who will continue to work towards achieving the solutions outlined in the school development plan throughout the course of the academic year.  
Reducing the attainment gap between boys and girls is highlighted in the first section of the school’s development plan, which focuses on attainment in pupils with additional learning needs (ALN) and boys; the focus of this report will be solely on the attainment in boys compared to girls.  This project will involve working with all departments across the school to ensure that there is enough provision for boys to continue working towards reducing the attainment gap and building upon progress made in previous years.  There will be continued monitoring of the progress of boys throughout the school to enable them to reach the level 1, level 2 and level 2+ thresholds (Appendix 1).  The school aims to reduce the attainment between boys and girls to 8% from around 15%.  In order for the school to achieve these aims by the end of the current academic year, the main focus for the project team will be to review current strategies adopted by individual departments which aim to support boys and improve their attainment, something which has been reviewed in the school over the first term (September-November).  There will also be a degree of emphasis on ensuring that pedagogical strategies that are suitable for boys (for example, kinaesthetic learning) are used effectively in schemes of work in order to assess which methods of learning work better for boys and can be implemented across the school in order to develop their progress across all areas of the curriculum.  Curriculum leaders will identify areas of best practice in order for the project to run effectively and for the success criteria outlined in the plan to be achieved and assess the impact of various strategies when implemented in the classroom.  The school aims to complete the projects being introduced to improve the attainment of boys in comparison with girls by the end of the academic year, working continuously to achieve these aims through to July 2019.  
Further to aiming to close the overall attainment gap between boys and girls, School X is placing significant focus on the improvement of literacy across the school in order to achieve outstanding outcomes in pupil progress (Appendix 1).  The development projects outlined in this section aim to develop oral literacy, reading and written literacy skills of pupils across the school and the curriculum over the course of the academic year, and ensuring the provision of the most effective strategies for literacy improvement across all areas, including during tutor time or registration at the start of the day.  School X operates a vertical tutoring system, where tutor groups are mixed, which encourages pupils in senior years at the school are, along with the form tutors, able to support pupils in the lower school in a range of skills such as literacy through the activities coordinated during tutor time.  This links to a suggested strategy through which the school suggests developing methods for improving writing and reading in pupils that can be carried out in short periods of time, such as the tutor time sessions.  For the school to identify what strategies can be introduced and how to implement them, the development team first need to identify the key areas of weakness in pupils’ literacy in order for them to achieve the success criteria included in the development plan; clear improvement shown in end of key stage assessments and norm-referenced tests (NRTs), as well as ensuring 90% level 5 attainment for pupils at key stage 3 (Appendix 1).  
In terms of developing literacy skills to help reduce the attainment gap between boys and girls, this section of the development plan identifies activities which can be used to develop literacy in boys in order to aid their levels of attainment (Appendix 1).  Developing literacy skills in boys starts from the moment they start in secondary school, with a dedicated Literacy Coordinator who will work with the project team to help develop oral literacy skills in boys in year 7, in order to set them up for the rest of their time in secondary school.  Developing oral literacy can improve pupils’ written literacy and makes them more confident in articulating their ideas orally which can then be translated into their written work (Kitson et al., 2011).  School X aims to do this by introducing speaking and writing frames in order to provide support and scaffolding for boys to ensure they are able to effectively articulate ideas and improve their oral and written literacy.  The project team will work in collaboration with the English department in the school to help the development of boys’ writing skills, focusing on their development at key stage 3. Speaking and writing frames will be developed as advised by the English department to support boys in their extended writing and work towards improving attainment levels across the curriculum to ensure high attainment in their end of key stage 3 assessments in all subjects.   
The history department in School X also makes reference to its plans for the improvement of pupil attainment at key stage 3, which links to the whole school approach to reducing the attainment gap between boys and girls.  The history development plan (Appendix 2) places focus on improving pupil progress across key stage 3, 4 and 5 by using end of term and end of key stage assessments to effectively measure pupil progress throughout the 2018-2019 academic year to evaluate improvement compared to 2017-2018.  The main focus is on key stage 3, as this is where pupils need to develop their literacy more in order to help them progress to GCSE and beyond, and the gender attainment gap is often at its widest at key stage 3 going into key stage 4 (Department for Education and Skills, 2007).  School X’s history department aims to increase the number of pupils by percentage who are achieving level 5 or above at key stage 3 by examining the assessment process and considering the best methods of assessment which can have an influence on improving pupil progress and give a more accurate indication of this (Appendix 2).  In terms of improving literacy, the department aims to implement more oral assessment for lower ability pupils in order to improve their oral literacy, which in turn will help them to progress their written literacy.  This links to the school development plan to use speaking frames as a basis for assessments so that pupils can use oral skills to help their writing skills (Appendix 1; Appendix 2).  For written assessments, the history department plans to use a range of new assessment method, each with clear and focused success criteria.  An example of these methods is to shorten assessments and increase their frequency, therefore giving teachers and progress leaders a more accurate interpretation of pupil progress in history.  This is referenced in the whole school development plan’s aims for clear improvement in end of key stage assessments and NRTs, which will help work towards improving the percentage of pupils achieving level 5 and above at key stage 3 (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). 
 Strategic Planning
	There has been strong emphasis placed on the necessity of strategic planning in recent years, and there have been constant calls to review the process of pupil success in schools and the methods that are applied in order to effectively measure progress (Rutherford, 2009; Tyack and Cuban, 1995).  “Those who plan to learn must learn to plan” says Camille Rutherford (2009), suggesting that schools must be prepared to devise detailed development and improvement plans if they want to succeed in improving the achievements of their pupils, and must prepare for a long planning process in order to assess the best methods for school improvement.  It is highly imperative for teachers to gain a clear understanding of the need for strategic planning in schools and the process of educational change in order for their planned changes to happen effectively (Rutherford, 2009).  While the ideas of change have been available to schools for decades, very few institutions have made a conscious effort to apply these methods in order to put theory into practice and aid significant change in schools (Joyner, 1998; Tyack and Cuban, 1995).  Therefore there is clearly a need for the development of strategic planning in schools today.  For schools to make effective use of strategic planning and get as much as they can out of it, school development plans need to be based on initial planning frameworks and build a foundation for change (Rutherford, 2009; Berman and McLaughlin, 1976).  The initiation stage is integral to the success of strategic planning, as it can only work effectively if there is an emphasis on planning activities which demonstrate a school’s ability to welcome and implement change, and the school’s commitment to the changed outlined in a development plan (Berman and McLaughlin, 1976). 
	The necessity of strategic planning and an evaluation of the methods used by schools in their development plans is highlighted by Brent Davies and Linda Ellison (2003), who argue that in order to develop and improve school performance to a high standard, schools need to move away from short term planning and move their focus to a more strategic method of planning and development (Davies and Ellison, 2003).  They also highlight the importance of basing strategic planning on a “futures perspective,” which means the school should base its strategic development planning model on medium- to long-term planning and link it directly to pupils (Davies and Ellison, 2003.)  Put simply, this means considering what the school will be doing for a year 7 when they first come to the school, and how the school improvement plan is going to help the development of the pupil by the time they reach the sixth form.  While both authors claim that short-term development plans do often work well in most schools, there is now evidence which suggests planning needs to be set out in a broader framework, therefore highlighting the need for long-term strategic development plans in schools (Davies and Ellison, 2003).  Furthermore, Davies and Ellison (2003) explain that strategic planning needs to be based on strategic intent, meaning that schools must be aware of things that need to be changed and where they want to be in, for example, three years.  This is similar to Rutherford’s (2009) approach that highlights the need for initial planning frameworks and activities to make the strategic planning process easier for schools (Rutherford, 2009).  For Davies and Ellison (2003) school is an example of an environment with low to medium rates of change, therefore strategic planning helps schools to react to change and develop effective plans to deal with and implement effective changes to aid the progression of pupils (Davies and Ellison, 2003).  Strategic plans are a “benchmark” for school progress, making it easier to assess if change is being made successfully to develop school performance, and existing data can be used to ensure the school is meeting the success criteria detailed in its school development plan (Davies and Ellison, 2003).   
Further to this, Eric Cheng (2013) identifies the application of knowledge management as a key factor in the success of strategic planning in schools.  Knowledge management means the use of relevant knowledge and information in the school development process and assessing critical success factors to further improve the quality of the school’s strategic planning potential (Cheng, 2013).  Cheng’s article agrees with the claims of Davies and Ellison (2003) that initial planning activities are integral in strategic planning in schools and the application of knowledge management had a positive impact on the success of development plans in schools where strategic planning methods were implemented, thus highlighting the need for extensive, long-term development plans if schools are to succeed in delivering change (Cheng, 2013).  The article focused on a case study with a selection of teachers from primary and secondary schools, using a survey to identify the most effective methods of knowledge management that had the most significant impact on the success rate of strategic planning in schools.  The study found that the most effective methods of knowledge management in schools were knowledge management vision, knowledge sharing culture and the use of Information Technology (IT) (Cheng, 2013).  According to Cheng (2013), the use of knowledge management can improve school development in several areas, including the development of pupil performance and literacy, something which will be integral for School X’s development.  Knowledge management and planning strategies need to be shared amongst school staff for the school’s potential to effectively plan and implement change to be maximised (Cheng, 2013). 
Improving Literacy and Closing the Gender Attainment Gap 
It is not surprising that literacy has increased in priority for schools to focus on when considering change and development (Ofsted, 2013).  In recent years, some efforts to improve school literacy have not been as successful as they should have been, according to Ofsted (2013) and more needs to be done in order to improve literacy as a whole, not just when it comes to closing the attainment gap between boys and girls.  The Department for Education (DfE) highlights key features within the curriculum which schools should offer in order for pupils to improve their literacy skills effectively across all key stages, particularly when transitioning between key stages (Ofsted, 2013).  In summary, the school curriculum should offer a range of activities to pupils which help them to develop speaking and listening skills, which can then act as a catalyst for improving their reading and written literacy.  Furthermore, another important factor highlighted by Ofsted (2013) is ensuring cross-curricular links between subjects so that pupils have the opportunity to work on literacy, including oral and written literacy, in all subjects.  Literacy is more than simply reading, writing and speaking, and schools need to develop long term development plans for the improvement of literacy attainment in schools, rather than just “quick fixes,” hence the importance of a development plan such as the one presented by School X to develop literacy (Ofsted, 2013, p3; Appendix 1).  This section of the report will introduce scholarly literature which presents key arguments on the best methods for improving literacy in schools and closing the gender attainment gap.  This will then be compared with School X’s action plan and be used to develop an action plan for the future of the schools’ development.  
The biggest problem faced by educators when it comes to attempting to improve children’s literacy skills is the pupils’ reluctancy to read, something which is more apparent in boys, hence the considerable gap in attainment between boys and girls (Lexia Learning, 2017; Genlott and Grönlund, 2016).   It is particularly noted that boys are less inclined to read than girls, hence the apparent widening of the gender attainment gap and why boys seem to be falling behind in literacy skills (Genlott and Grönlund, 2016).  A simple reason for this identified by Katya Henry et al. (2012) is that do not enjoy education as much as girls do and are more reluctant to read and, therefore, be able to make progress in literacy.  Henry et al. (2012) suggest that introducing male mentors for boys in literacy can encourage them to take more of an interest in reading and give them the incentive to work on their literacy (Henry et al., 2012).  Boys become more positive about literacy, which in turn helps them develop their oral and written communication skills (Henry et al., 2012).  Therefore, this can help motivate boys to read and start to lead to an improvement in their literacy progress and the closing of the gender attainment gap.  This links to School X’s development plan as a suggested method for strategies to improve reading and writing, and the necessary support for boys when they start secondary school (Appendix 1). However, there are arguments which highlight some of the dangers when addressing the problems with boys’ literacy.  It is difficult to identify all of the challenges faced by boys in literacy-based lessons, but educators need to place some focus on conceptual and practical resources to help with boys’ literacy progress (Rowan et al., 2002).
Genlott and Grönlund (2016) also present some suggestions for methods to improve literacy progress in schools, with links to the gender attainment gap, by carrying out a case study which tested Information and Communication Technology (ICT) and non-ICT collaboration in formative assessments to examine whether the inclusion of ICT had a positive effect on pupils’ literacy skills.  This links to the recent development of the Digital Competence Framework (DCF) in schools, which sees an emphasis on implementing ICT on a cross curricular scale to aid in other aspects of the curriculum, such as literacy (Education Wales, 2018; Donaldson, 2015).  The method of introducing more ICT to the curriculum as outlined in Genlott and Grönlund’s (2016) article combines formative assessment with the use of ICT in order to improve pupil progress and develop literacy.  The results showed that the pupils using ICT in their formative written assessments improved their attainment in literacy compared to those who used a traditional method with no ICT use (Genlott and Grönlund, 2016).  Furthermore, not only did the implementation of ICT in written assessments lead to an increase in results in literacy overall, but it closed the attainment gap between boys and girls, something which Genlott and Grönlund (2016) identify as a key issue in education.  Both this article and the DCF highlight the importance of cross-curricular use of ICT in schools in order to aid progress in literacy, and ICT must be carefully applied to pedagogy to be most effective (Genlott and Grönlund, 2016; Education Wales, 2018).  Therefore, this evidence suggests that, when it is effectively used in collaboration with pedagogical methods, ICT can have a positive impact on pupils’ literacy skills, as well as the attainment gap between boys and girls.  
The use of ICT is also recommended by Andrew Goodwyn and Kate Findlay (2002) who include it as a key component for schools to implement in their evaluation of the National Literacy Strategy (NLS).  The NLS, however, can be met with some criticism, as it is rather outdated having been first implemented in 1997 (Goodwyn and Findlay, 2002). While the NLS does not place too much focus on the use of ICT, Goodwyn and Findlay (2002) claim that there is potential for ICT to benefit schools aiming to improve their literacy attainment, particularly in discussions regarding gender and literacy skills.  However, there are still other strategies recommended by Goodwyn and Findlay which can be adopted by schools in their attempts to reduce the gender attainment gap, particularly when it comes to literacy.  
Firstly, they highlight expectations for year 9 pupils when it comes to literacy, something which can be useful for development plans such as School X’s where their focus is improving literacy by the end of key stage 3.  These expectations include: becoming a fluent and independent reader, being able to read for various purpose, evaluating texts, and being able to write coherently and confidently (Goodwyn and Findlay, 2002).  Literacy should be a school-centric focus, and all teachers should be prepared to include it in their planning and teaching for pupils to be able to effectively improve their literacy across the curriculum (Goodwyn and Findlay, 2002).  This can be done by using speaking and writing frames to enable pupils to improve oral literacy which then leads to improvement in written work (Kitson et al., 2011; Wray and Lewis, 1998).  Once pupils become competent in school-centric literacy planning such as this, standards should have the potential to rise significantly across the curriculum (Goodwyn and Findlay, 2002).  The danger with this approach, however, is that literacy is a constantly changing component of the curriculum, so there is no simple, quick fix to improve it and educators must be mindful of this.  But there are suggestions from Goodwyn and Findlay (2002) which are imperative to the improvement of literacy in secondary schools.  In summary, schools must continue to strive to improve literacy by focusing on the transition from primary school, ensuring there is sufficient support for pupils right from year 7, particularly boys as they are the most vulnerable to falling behind in literacy during transition (Goodwyn and Findlay, 2002).  Schools must also pay some attention to national trends in literacy, hence the NLS, in order to effectively measure the best strategies for improving literacy in secondary schools (Goodwyn and Findlay, 2002).  While this is an effective strategy for improving literacy in schools, there is some criticism for approaches which focus heavily on improving literacy in boys.  This is highlighted by Rowan et al. (2002) who state that, while it is important to improve literacy in boys, the needs of girls must not be forgotten.  Even though girls often outperform boys, there still needs to be support in place to ensure the continued high performance of girls and making sure they are not at risk of becoming complacent and falling behind when more emphasis is placed on boys (Rowan et al., 2002).  
Conclusion: School X’s Progress and Action Plan
Having examined key literature and suggestions for improving literacy in schools, this section of the report will assess the progress of School X’s development plan and link its progress with the literature previously discussed.  This section will also suggest further strategies for School X to use in its development of literacy and reducing the attainment gap in boys, based on the strategies suggested by scholars in the previous section.  
School X is beginning to make good progress in its development of literacy and reducing the attainment gap between boys and girls during the current academic year, according to evidence outlined in its development plan (Appendix 1).  The strategies listed in the school development plan show a high level of focus on developing solutions to these issues and promise good progress in terms of achieving the success criteria of reducing the attainment gap to 8% (Appendix 1).  The school’s focus on adopting strategies to support boys and including boy-friendly pedagogical strategies in the school’s curriculum can be useful in tackling the problem of boys falling behind in education, as outlined in the strategies suggested by Rowan et al. (2002) who emphasise the necessity for practical and conceptual resources to improve boys’ attainment by focusing on their literacy.  These strategies are being implemented across the whole academic year, and will be assessed in July 2019 to examine if they have been successful in reducing the attainment gap between boys and girls in School X.  Despite this promising progress in developing progress in boys, School X’s development team need to make sure that they are not in danger of neglecting female pupils, as also explained by Rowan et al. (2002).  The school development plan (Appendix 1) places a high emphasis on what the school plans to do to help boys but there is little mention of what they will do to ensure girls do not fall behind as well.  School X need to make sure they are supporting all their pupils to effectively improve overall progress.  
School X’s plans for developing literacy are also showing promise of good progress.  It is important for them to first address where the key problems are in literacy for them to implement the best strategies (Francis, 2000).  This is emphasised in their development plan, showing that School X is aware of key problems and can establish effective methods of dealing with these issues (Appendix 1). They are making effective use of speaking and writing frames across all departments to ensure pupils grow in confidence in both oral and written literacy.  This supports Kitson et al. (2002) who claim that improving a pupil’s oral literacy skills can shape them into confident, coherent speakers which is then translated into their written work and shows progress in their written literacy.  The use of speaking frames also links to School X’s plan to work with a literacy coordinator to focus on the improvement of oral literacy in boys.  They can also use this strategy to reduce the literacy attainment gap between boys and girls, as the main purpose of this is so that the school can effectively assess boys’ progress in their ability to articulate understanding in a subject through using speaking and writing frames as scaffolding. Wray and Lewis (1998) emphasise the importance of writing frames in developing pupils progress and effective teaching models, showing that the use of this process in School X’s development plan can be effective in improving boys’ literacy and prevent them from falling behind compared to girls.  This will also help the school to enable boys to develop their extended writing skills if they have access to models and scaffolding in the form of speaking and writing frames.  Using these strategies together can help create an effective learning environment and ensure the correct scaffolding is available for boys to achieve their maximum potential.  
In terms of what further suggestions can be made for School X to add to their development plan when it comes to literacy and boys, there could be some emphasis on the use of ICT in the improvement of literacy skills.  Genlott and Grönlund (2016) highlight how effective ICT can be in improving literacy in schools, with evidence that suggests those who used ICT as a support tool in their written assessments showed a marked improvement in comparison with those who used a traditional method without ICT.  This could be linked to School X’s plan to investigate potential effective short-term strategies to improve reading and writing.  These strategies need to be applied across the curriculum, and ICT is something that can be used quickly and easily in all subjects in order to improve literacy skills, as proven by the evidence examined by Genlott and Grönlund, (2016).  
Another possible suggestion to aid literacy progress, particularly in boys to reduce the gender attainment gap is the use of male mentors to encourage boys to improve on their reading.  One of the biggest contributing factors to the lower attainment of boys in literacy is their reluctance to read, as outlined by Henry et al. (2012).  They suggest that the use of male mentors in literacy coaching can encourage them to read more and in turn improve upon their literacy skills and help them to reduce the literacy attainment gap between boys and girls (Henry et al., 2012).  This strategy could be suggested to the literacy coordinator to help develop literacy skills in boys in year 7, in order to assess what the specific needs of boys are when it comes to literacy.  It can also be linked to the plan of implementing more short-term strategies to develop the literacy of boys across the curriculum and can be effective in improving boys’ reading skills which can then lead to improvement in their oral and written literacy.  
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