[bookmark: _GoBack]  This study will critically assess how School X is responding to low levels of literacy. This assignment will begin with the school context, following on to explaining the importance of addressing literacy in strategic planning and an evaluation of why strategic planning is so crucial to securing the improvement and development of literacy within School X. Finally, this assignment will identify the school’s performance in light of this and the way forward in terms of recommendations for actions/interventions that could drive the initiative forward.  A number of Governmental documents and international agencies have had literacy and the embedding of literature skills as its priority. One of the most prominent of these is UNESCO, which has had the goal of global literacy at the heart of its endeavours ever since its foundation in 1946 (Jones, 2018). In improving standards of literacy, strategic planning has been proposed to be the best way of implementing an improvement plan. This essay will evaluate whether this proposal is true, in line with the School Improvement Plan (SIP) of School X. 
  The SIP is a dynamic plan, designed to provide a strategic approach to school improvement. The strategic intents provide the main priorities which the school needs to improve on and provides the basis for change over three years. The school has made two SIP’s in the last three years due to being in Special Measures in 2015. However, after its last ESTYN report in 2017, ESTYN decided that the school no longer needed to be under special measures due to sufficient progress in relation to the recommendations following the core inspection in October 2015 (ESTYN, 2017). According to the last ESTYN inspection in 2017, School X’s SIP includes challenging targets, clear timescales and measurable success criteria (ESTYN, 2017). 
School X’s school improvement plan is structured in a table format which looks in detail at each school priority. The SIP is structured into five strategic intents: standards, wellbeing/attitudes to learning, teaching/learning experiences, care support and guidance and finally leadership and management. Each strategic intent will have themes for development and each theme will have a detailed implementation plan (see Appendix A). Each priority, e.g. to raise standards of literacy, then is broken down into each strategy the school will adapt in order to meet the goal, a timescale by which the goal should be met, the leading staff members who will lead the priority, any resources needed, a detailed success criteria which entails what the end goal should look like, how the priority will be monitored and any implications on the school itself. 
School X focuses on some key national and local priorities that inform its improvement plan including standards: improving literacy skills, numeracy skills and reducing the impact of poverty on outcomes. Improvement of standards of literacy will be measured through literacy and numeracy standards review, work sampling records and lesson observation feedback sheets. Work will also be sampled across departments. (See Appendix A). The improvement of numeracy skills will be measured through work scrutiny, numeracy standards, numeracy standards reviews and national test data. The reduction of poverty on outcomes will be measured through evaluations from students, disadvantaged learners policy, and monitoring the quality of learner support plans (see appendix A). School X has a success criteria for what improvement should look like – ‘evidence from lessons and books, standards reviews and whole school book monitoring documentation shows that all students are experiencing a literacy rich curriculum with relevant and contextualised tasks and strategies’(See Appendix A). 
Moreover, the school will measure improvement by the head teacher reporting progress to the Full Governing Body and Standards Committee every half-term, half-termly SLT meetings will review SIP progress. Team leaders and Heads of College will report on progress on SIP and report three times a year to SLT and Governors. Finally, the Challenge Advisor will also monitor the SIP. 
[bookmark: _Hlk535599102]The type of planning that appears to be the most appropriate for the future is ‘’strategic’’ planning (Kotler and Murphy, 2016). Strategic planning for school improvement emphasises that school improvement is first and foremost the responsibility of the school. It is based on the premise that schools themselves are best placed to identify areas for improvement and to implement changes that can bring about better outcomes for pupils (Department of Education, 2010). Approaches to planning often include either a top-down approach or a bottom-up approach. Dufour (2007) argues that in the ongoing debate of the efficacy of top-down versus bottom-up strategies to improve school districts, top-down is clearly losing. The main reason for this, according to Dufour is that a fundamental problem with the top-down approach is that often a well-intentioned school leader does ‘everything right’ in terms of engaging staff members in the consideration of a change initiative and makes a compelling case for moving forward, but the problem is that staff prefer the status quo. This implies that teachers ignore what is considered ‘best practice’ of the profession and consequently refuse to adapt to changes in the curriculum. However, it must be argued that there are benefits and negatives of any approach to school improvement because no two schools are the same. Nevertheless, although the problems with the top-down approach are evident, there are huge benefits when the approach is implemented appropriately. This is supported by Dufour (2007) who states that students learn more when their teachers work in collaborative teams rather than in isolation. He also argues that students perform better when members of those collaborative teams work interdependently to achieve specific, results-oriented goals which they are mutually accountable. This supports the top-down approach because if implemented appropriately and teachers work collaboratively rather than ignoring what is widely accepted as ‘best practice’, the approach can be extremely successful in improving schools. This is also supported by Robinson and Latchem (2004) who state that the top-down approach may facilitate systematic planning, ensure national commitments are upheld and ensure continued support. 
However, some scholars have had a very different view of how schools should be managed and completely disregard the idea of a top-down approach. Deweese (2011) argues that the top down approach leaves teachers with little authority, limited resources and all the blame if something goes wrong in the classroom. This implies that a bottom-up approach may be better for structuring school improvement. To counter-argue the above, Hopkins (2007) argues that neither top-down approaches or bottom-up approaches are working and a more ‘lateral’ approach to educational reform was needed in order to ensure the ethos of ‘every school a great school’ is to be realised. Hopkins suggests a ‘system reform’ is perhaps better for system-wide improvement. This entails the need for policies to incorporate a focus on the context of teaching and learning, as well as capacity building at the school level, within the context of external support (pp. 27). 
  Smith (2003) argues that strategic planning has an important role in having an impact on the academic achievements of learners, the government’s satisfaction with schools, and the community’s satisfaction with schools. Whether or not the impact strategic planning of a school has on academic achievement and governmental and community satisfaction is positive or negative is down to the effectiveness of a particular strategic plan. 
On one hand, the strategic management process provides an institution with a direction that can lead to a positive outcome but, on the other, propels the institution onto an unchartered and potentially perilous course (Taylor and Machado, 2006). Taking this statement into account, it is clear that the value of strategic planning is debatable because it is not always effective. This is supported by Benveniste (1989 pp. 34-35) who states that planners usually deal with ‘’messy or wicked problems’’ where goals are unclear and how to proceed is even less clear. This is  further supported by Knight (1996) who highlights the fundamental problem with the ‘strategic planning’ of many schools. He claims that most school development plans are dominated by descriptive, factual summaries of current positions. There is little evidence of serious analysis of probable alternative futures and even less exploration of the possible options for responding to these (ibid, 1996). This implies that schools are only looking at the problems and issues of today – rather than the possible outcomes of the future. In support of this is Davies and Ellison (2003) who state that there are many pitfalls in the development planning of schools such as having a lack of management and dimension as well as its ignorance to the nature of educational change. 
An additional problem with strategic planning is highlighted by Davies and Ellison (2003) who argue that a plan that does not run for more than a year shows little understanding of the nature of strategy because strategy involves focusing on broad developments which take place over a three to five year period. This demonstrates that any school improvement plan cannot be considered strategic if it focuses on less than a three year long span of time. This supports the argument that the role of strategic planning is to focus not only on what is happening now, but what the school’s future entails as well as possible implications of its planning. It is important not only to look at the short-term effects of planning but of the possibilities of planning toward the future. 
One could argue that strategic planning needs clear communication in order to be effective. This is supported by Rowley, Lujan and Dolence (2001) who state that the way the educational community is informed about the strategic plan and how member’s opinions and concerns are heard are vital issues. This implies that if planners take communication lightly, then the strategic plan is destined to fail. Further supporting this argument is Delprino (2013) who states that communication strategies need to be monitored to ensure that the information conveyed helps to reach its target. Consequently, this demonstrates that although there are possible problems with strategic planning, effective communication could be the solution. 
On the other hand, scholars have argued that strategic planning has no real value. Supporting the idea that strategic planning cannot be considered ‘’strategic’’ is Kuka, Talevski and Pejchinovska (2018) who state that the notion of strategic management is based on the definition of ‘’strategic planning’’, where although ‘’planning’’ is a prelude for strategic management, it is not itself enough unless it is followed by the preparation and implementation of the plan, as well as the evaluation of the plan in action. The implication of this is that planning is not enough unless it is followed by the preparation and implementation of the plan, as well as the evaluation of the plan in action. This argument suggests that planning cannot be considered strategic unless all aspects of the plan and consistent evaluation and reviewal of the plan in action is undertaken. 
To counter-argue this, one could argue that although there are issues with conducting successful strategic planning, if it is done correctly then it can be extremely effective for school improvement. In support of this argument that strategic planning can play a valuable role in the improvement of schools if it is done correctly is Bryson (2004) who states that planners must consider a multitude of radical and revolutionary strategies, not simply of minor fixes for their organisation, if strategic planning is to be truly effective. Strategic planning does not include ‘minor fixes’, it needs a consideration of a range of strategies in order to be of value to a school. This is also supported by Fidler (2002) who states that strategic planning entails a final goal as well as a route chart as to how to get to that goal. The above arguments indicate that strategic planning can only be considered valuable if conducted correctly with attention to detail on the evaluation of the plan itself and how it is working for its particular school. 
 School X is an 11 to 18 mixed English medium comprehensive school that is maintained by the local authority. It currently holds 1214 pupils and has a pupil teacher ratio of 18 (Welsh Government, 2018). Around 34% of pupils live in the ‘20% most deprived areas in Wales’ (Estyn, 2015). According to the Welsh Government (2018) 24.8% are currently entitled to free school meals, placing it 8.2% higher than the national average. The school receives pupils from the full range of ability. Very few pupils receive support to learn English as an additional language and very few pupils come from a minority ethnic background (Estyn, 2015). According to the Welsh Government 2018, the number of minority ethnic pupils is at 2.4% which is 7.4% lower than the national average for Wales. The school budget per pupil is £4749. In its initial inspection report, Estyn found that performance at key stage 4 over the last four years has been poor in many indicators when compared with that of similar schools and pupils’ prior attainment. ‘The majority of pupils have weak literacy skills and do not develop these skills well enough across the curriculum’ (Estyn, 2015). However, in its most recent monitoring report, it was found that the school was making satisfactory progress in addressing this recommendation, with key stage 4 performance in many indicators placing the school in the upper half of similar schools, (Estyn, 2017). The SIP plan however, indicates a real need to further improve the literacy of pupils over the next three years (See Appendix A). 
 Embedding literacy is a crucial part of such strategic planning for schools and School X has noted building literacy as a priority. One could argue that literacy development is more important now in the 21st century than ever before. This idea is supported by Moore et al (1999, p.3) who state that ‘adolescents entering the adult world in the 21st century will read and write more than at any other time in human history. They will need advanced levels of literacy to perform their jobs, run their households, act as citizens and conduct their personal lives. This is a particular priority of School X because literacy skills need to be improved in the UK. Many educators, researchers and policymakers have long recognised the significance of the ability to read and write for individual well-being and community development, but it remains true that we have much to do if the vision of a literate world is to become anywhere near a reality (UNESCO, 2013). Consequently, this demonstrates that the development of literacy is not only crucial for learning the skills of reading and writing but it can have huge implications for adulthood in terms of career prospects. 
 There are about 781 million illiterate adults (UNESCO, 2015). Only 17 out of the 73 countries with a literacy rate below 95% in 2000 had halved their illiteracy rate by 2015 (ibid). This demonstrates that there are many adults who are not receiving adequate education in reading and writing before they leave education. This is also supported by the Welsh Government which sets literacy as a priority across all schools. The National Literacy programmes will set high expectations for what teachers and support staff should know, be able to do and what learners should learn in the core subjects. They will help make every teacher a teacher of literacy and numeracy (Welsh Government, 2012). This implies the importance of literacy as the Welsh Government wants teachers of all subjects to develop learners’ skills in literacy and numeracy. According to its latest Estyn monitoring report, School X has made satisfactory progress in addressing the recommendation of raising standards, particularly in key stage 4 and improving pupils’ literacy skills (Estyn, 2016). So much so that performance in the level 2 threshold increased by over 34 percentage points and placed the school in the top 25% of similar schools. Despite signs of improvement, the SDP indicates a persistence to further improve literacy through a number of strategies. 
It is clear that embedding literacy is crucial to the curriculum and has become of increasing significance to the Welsh Government. This is demonstrated in the national literacy and numeracy framework which states that despite schools already having curriculum planning arrangements – these need to be adapted to support cross-curricular planning using the LNF (Welsh Government 2013). In order to improve schools, the Welsh Government identifies three priorities for improving educational outcomes for learners in Wales which includes, first and foremost, improving literacy (Welsh Government, 2012). This is further supported by documents such as the National Support Programme which addresses the importance of literacy by outlining a curriculum planning tool which helps teachers to embed literacy skills across the curriculum (2013). 
Although these recommendations are slightly outdated, the SIP of School X nevertheless upholds literacy as its main target to improve upon. 
Moreover, the need to embed literacy across the school curriculum goes beyond Governmental requirements. Wamba implies an interesting argument to take into account when assessing the importance of embedding literacy into the curriculum. Drawing upon the work of Vygotsky (1962, 1978) one can argue that effective literacy educators need to build upon (and respect) the background experiences and cultural practices of their students, especially when attempting to teach them unfamiliar academic skills and concepts (Wamba, 2014). The implication that the development of literacy skills provides a way out of poverty is also supported by Torgeson who states that children who do not learn to read early in their school careers invariably continue to be poor readers (2000). However, the assumption that poverty can only be overcome through the development of literacy skills is dismissed by a number of researchers such as Chandra who implies that literacy actually has no real impact on the average poverty of a community (2004). Literacy is now more generally regarded as a social practice which is linked with ideology, culture, knowledge and power (Fletcher-Campbell, Reid & Soler, 2009). Nevertheless, it has been perceived that literacy skills can enhance capabilities for workers as those who are literate are perceived to have better job opportunities in the labour market (Fletcher-Campbell, Reid and Soler, 20009). Therefore, literacy carries the perception that developing literacy skills can be an investment in ‘human capital’ (Fletcher-Campbell, Reid and Soler, 2009). In addition, the importance of literacy is evident because literacy is described as a tool to understand and interact with the wider world, as well as a set of dispositions and behaviour that incorporates learners’ motivation and engagement in using their skills to participate across school, community and wider social contexts (Cummings, McLaughlin and Finch, 2018). 
In contrast to this, Crockett, Jukes & Churches (2011) make an interesting modern argument which contradicts those of the above. Perhaps it is not literacy which should be the main area for development in schools. It is no longer enough that we educate only to the standards of the traditional literacies. If students are to thrive in the 21st century, then independent thinking and its corollary, creative thinking hold the highest currency (Crockett, Jukes & Churches, 2011). This implies that the 21st century learner needs a different set of skills to those being emphasised in schools. Perhaps it is a more relevant approach to look at more creative skills rather than literacy in schools and this should be looked at as a priority rather than focusing on embedding literature. This idea is developed by Kellner and Share (2007) who state that if education is to be relevant to the problems and challenges of contemporary life, engaged teachers must expand the concept of literacy and develop new curricula and pedagogies. This implies that although literacy is an important area for education, the new curriculum needs some alteration in order to be of benefit to today’s learners.  
 Adult literacy has remained low on the development agenda, with 758 million adults and 114 million youths still lack basic reading and writing skills and millions of children are dropping out of school with insufficient reading skills (UNESCO, 2015,2016). Faced with this continuing challenge, schools need to plan for embedding literature across the curriculum. 
  School X has its own literacy and numeracy co-ordinator who is in charge of implementing the development of literacy across the whole school. Each department within School X has their own LNF representative who works closely with the L&N coordinators when required. What is particularly effective and good practice which School X incorporates as a method of meeting this goal is allocating specific strands of the LNF to departments. This supports the argument made above by Dufour (2007) who states that students learn more when their teachers work in collaborative teams rather than in isolation. It is clear in School X that the L&N coordinators work in collaboration to appoint aspects of literacy development to departments to ensure whole-school development of literacy. Each department is responsible for introducing, developing and assessing a particular aspect of literacy and/or numeracy. This is to ensure that pupils are developing all aspects of literacy across the school. Pupil performance is then entered into SIMS during the last data drop of the year to generate a narrative report. The narrative report is a Welsh Government requirement in order for each pupil to receive a report on their competencies regarding literacy (Welsh Government, 2013). This is an important element of measuring success because it demonstrates what the school is looking for when measuring success and how the school is embedding literacy across the curriculum. This demonstrates that School X is taking steps in order to appropriately meet the standards of the Welsh Government in terms of developing literacy. 
A number of useful interventions are put in place by the L&N coordinators in School X. The school realises that it cannot assume that all pupils have the same needs with regards to literacy and different learners need different interventions. This awareness is demonstrated by School X through its implementation of a number of interventions in order to provide a variety of different packages for literacy depending upon pupils’ varying needs. All pupils in School X at KS3 partake in an activity called ‘Accelerated Reader’. They are tested 3 times a year which generates their reading stage, and it is the pupil’s responsibility to ensure they are reading regularly and quizzing on the books they complete. This is effective because it allows the school to see how its interventions are making an impact (if any) on the pupils’ reading stage which will allow School X to make alterations (if needed) in its provision for improving literacy skills. Time is also allocated during their English lessons. Accelerated Reader tests their ability to comprehend the text that has been read and to develop their proficiency in this area. This intervention is supported by Fletcher, Parkhill and Gillon (2010) who state that motivation to improve literacy can be achieved through reading for pleasure, in writing activities at a number of levels and through oral language development. 
Despite this, an Ofsted report (2004) noted that too few schools have given sufficient thought to promoting pupil’s indepdent reading or have built on pupil’s reading interests. This implies that pupils are not likely to meet their full potential of this programme if they are not actually reading for pleasure. Primeaux (2000) suggests a way around this, stating that pupils interests can be stimulated through being shown a number of selection criteria, including looking at the book cover, reading the reviews in the blurb or back cover and reading sections of the book. Therefore, although School X has this intervention in place, it might be good practice to ensure that pupils are actually engaged in reading in order to benefit fully. 
 According to its latest ESTYN monitoring report, School X has taken appropriate steps in the right direction in order to meet the recommendation to raise standards, particularly with regards to improving pupil’s literacy skills, stating that ‘since the core inspection in 2015, performance at key stage 4 has improved in all indicators. Performance in both the level 2 threshold, including English and mathematics and the capped points score, is now above modelled outcomes’ (ESTYN, 2017 p.1). This demonstrates that School X is improving its standards of literacy across the curriculum. 
One could look at specific aspects of literacy that have also improved in School X according to its latest ESTYN monitoring report, stating ‘many pupils read effectively to retrieve information from a range of texts’ (ibid, p.2). This implies that pupils reading levels have improved and pupils are able to use information effectively to support their learning. In addition, ESTYN commented on the fact that the majority of pupils produce extended writing that is technically secure. This means that the school has improved standards of literacy in order for pupils to write fluently. However, ESTYN has commented on some issues within the aspect of extended writing being that some pupils make too many errors with basic spelling, punctuation and grammar (SPAG) as well as having weak handwriting skills. Therefore, School X will need to implement strategies in order to improve learners’ SPAG. In order to overcome this, one recommendation could be taken from Graham (1990) who states that explicit instruction assists with student’s cognitive processes with the potential to act as a change inducing agent that promotes the development of the cognitive system of writing. 
One intervention School X incorporates for developing literacy for pupils with very low reading scores is ‘Fresh Start’ sessions where pupils access a scheme called Read, Write, Inc. This teaches them to decode words using phonics to improve their ability to read. This programme continues until the pupil shows sufficient progress. This intervention ties in with the Education Endowment Foundation recommendation for pupils with very low reading ages. This programme is useful because it provides systematic and rigorous practice in phonics so that in the future pupils are at an appropriate level to join the mainstream group after completion of the intervention (Education Endowment Foundation, 2015). 
Additionally, another strategy for improving literacy is explicit instruction. Explicit instruction was used successfully in improving written expression for students (Graham & Harris, 1993, Troia & Graham, 2002). A similar approach by Auman (2002) could be a recommendation for improving writing skills called ‘Step Up to Writing’ which is a writing program which aims to improve student’s response to a writing intervention through explicit instruction methods, step-by-step guidelines, modelling and guided practice. Therefore, a recommendation for School X to improve learners’ extended writing through implementing one of the above strategies. 
Nevertheless, an excellent aspect of the SIP is that each department has been instructed to delve deeper into the development of literacy and develop all of the strands within the LNF including elements of numeracy, oracy, reading and writing. Departments guide pupils through the literacy strands and use the skills gained to complete an extended piece of writing. There has to be elements of numeracy, oracy, reading and writing in each series of lessons. This practice is supported by Corbett and Strong (2011) who developed a strategy which enables learners to imitate the language they need for a particular topic orally before reading and analysing it and then writing their own version. School X has seen a marked improvement in pupils standards of writing across the school and a consistent approach in developing written skills (see appendix B). This method of developing and teaching literacy skills is further supported by the Education Endowment Foundation (2015) which states that Talk for Writing leads to greater structure, balance and consistency compared to how writing was previously taught, and that it leads to greater enjoyment of writing for staff and pupils. Although, School X is not currently engaged in a Talk for Writing programme, the principle of the importance of oracy and orally translating ideas before analysing, reading and writing them is evident in what School X is doing. Pupils and staff respond well to this due to a marked improvement in literacy standards (see appendix B). With more time, the results of this teaching approach to literacy could provide even stronger improvements. 
  One potential issue with the interventions School X puts in pace is the fact that the interventions require pupils to be taken out of other subject lessons. This could lead to pupils falling behind in classes and missing out on vital learning and developing skills such as communication through pair and group work in a classroom setting. It must be noted that pupils who are put into interventions and taken out of classes often feel embarrassed at having to leave their peers who stay in subject classes. This is also argued by Renwick (2012) who states that there is a certain ‘stigmatism’ of being pulled out for a ‘’special class’’. Perhaps a recommendation for School X could be motivating pupils to take control of their own literacy development or by incorporating more technology to motivate pupils in school and outside of school, rather than taking pupils out of class. One could recommend that in order to drive the initiative forward to embed literacy and develop pupil’s literacy skills in today’s world is to incorporate technology when teaching literacy. McKenna supports this argument by making a number of claims about the benefits of using technology to develop literacy, he states that today’s teachers need to be aware that technology is now indispensable to literacy development, reading with technology requires new skills and strategies, technology can support struggling students and can transform students’ writing skills. This argument is also supported and developed by Niederhauser et al (2018) who state that although a positive impact of technology interventions on educational practice and student outcomes has been shown in many previous research settings, the use of technology in classrooms and schools is still often superficial and not meeting the potential of technology as envisioned by education reformers. The implication of this strategy for driving School X’s initiative forward is that although intervention is being given to pupils who need it, it does not necessarily mean that they have to be pulled out of classes. Therefore, School X could incorporate digital technologies in lessons in order to support the development of literacy skills. 
  The purpose of this assignment was to discuss the importance of embedding literacy across the curriculum and evaluate the use of strategic planning. This assignment concludes that School X is responding to the need to embed literacy across the curriculum and is making good progress to do so and meet the recommendations of its latest ESTYN monitoring report, as mentioned above. The value of strategic planning is highly dependent on the standard of planning and how ‘strategic’ the planning can be considered to be. The current data and research literature suggests that School X is performing well in its strategic approach to embedding literacy and improving on this recommendation. The initiative could be driven even further by implementing different strategies such as incorporating technology into the teaching and development of literacy skills for pupils without taking them out of subject classes. 
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