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[bookmark: _52w2p0zbrmo2]After showing significantly lower than average performance in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) in 2011, the Welsh Government embarked on a large-scale school improvement reform. School Improvement Plans (SIPs) were introduced as a statutory requirement for all schools in Wales (Welsh Government, 2012). Improvements were needed in all schools in Wales to create a high performing educational system, characterised by both quality and equity. All schools were challenged to provide effective learning environments in which every pupil, despite highly differentiated learning requirements, may improve their academic achievement. This reform is informed by the self-evaluation of the schools’ performance and contextual data, such that strategic plans are produced by the school to facilitate the improvement of learner outcomes for all pupils. The improvement plans should include strategies and specific targets for the school to implement in its practice to address issues such as decreasing the influence of poverty on educational outcomes, and increasing the standards of literacy and numeracy (Welsh Government, 2014). 
The main school inspection agencies of England and Wales (Ofsted and Estyn, respectively) aim to ensure the standard of state-financed schools by means of rigorous and robust inspection of each school. These agencies identify four main objectives for these inspections: to raise the standards of achievement of pupils in examinations; to enhance the quality of the educational experience; to increase the efficiency of the financial and general management of schools; and to develop the schools ethos and raise pupils self-esteem (Ofsted, 1995). However, some studies have shown that despite these aims, Ofsted and Estyn school inspections have quite minor and sometimes perverse effects on examination results. Furthermore, it has also been suggested that around the time of a school inspection, the teachers and school administrators may concentrate more on the requirements to succeed during the inspection, than the performance of their pupils (Rosenthal, 2004). Notwithstanding, once the statutory agency has inspected a school, an inspection report is produced which outlines the positives and negative aspects of the school, and includes some recommendations for the school to improve. It is the schools responsibility then to produce strategies and targets to meet these recommendations in the form of school and departmental improvement plans. positive estyn
The value of strategic planning
The importance of strategic planning within the educational system is widely recognised and valued. Strategic planning provides schools and their departments with opportunity to change for the better. There are many different definitions of strategic planning, however one that may be applied to educational systems is taken from the work of Peter O’Brien (Rutherford, 2009). O’Brien’s definition of strategic planning entails defining the main mission of an organisation in order to plan and develop the necessary approaches, to bring into line resources with environmental opportunities to accomplish this mission in the best possible manner (O’Brien, 1991). This strategic planning could then allow schools to assess positive and negative aspects of their current performances and pupil outcomes, and put into place the necessary targets the school must act upon in order to improve. A study has suggested that the school and/or department must actively carry out the set targets and directed tasks suggested within the improvement plan for the plan to be successful in raising the standards outlined above. Without this, the improvement plan would be considered to be impractical (Gamage, 2006). In addition, without improvement plans and realistic targets set in educational systems, school numbers may begin to decline (Fidler, 2002).

Many studies have suggested that to result in a successful improvement plan which includes a clear, representative vision for the school and department, the plans must be ongoing, collaborative and integrated into the work of school staff (Young, 2009; Mbugua & Rarieya, 2014). It should also include contextualized data, pupil involvement during the planning phases and should be supported by capable senior members of staff with experience of developmental planning processes (Bigner, 2017). Pupil involvement is also key to a successful improvement plan as each decision will have a direct impact on every pupil within the school’s care. When these factors are taken into consideration and are correctly implemented, this can lead to effectual improvement of the schools practice. Furthermore, for improvement plans to result in a successful and thriving school environment, it is vital that schools realistically assess their capacity to change. For example, it has been suggested that when confronted with increased pressure or mandate to change, many schools over the last decade have rushed into producing change too quickly, which has then failed to result in success. This may be explained by a lack of sufficient understanding and readiness to engage in the process of change.  
Example of positive experrience.

Improvement plans for School X 

For this essay, school X’s improvement plans will be discussed. School X, where I completed my first placement, is a non-denominational, mixed comprehensive state school for 11 to 16 year olds, located in a suburban area to the north of the city of Swansea. School X has 482 pupils and is within the amber support category. The School Improvement Plan (SIP) was shared with me by the senior mentor. Some of the main targets and priorities of the school were also a topic of discussion amongst the school staff workers. The Departmental Improvement Plan (DIP) was made available by the head of the science department (Appendix 1). One of the priorities outlined in the SIP to improve the opportunities of groups of learners, was narrowing the gap between male and female performance at KS4. This essay will discuss the effectiveness of different interventions to achieve this goal. Communication with members of staff confirms that reducing the attainment gap between boys and girls by improving the academic achievement of boys is one of the utmost priorities for the school as a whole. The school is planning to reduce this difference by improving the performance of boys by the provision of additional support wherever possible, and by acting upon various targets and areas of improvement outlined in the SIP. Similarly, one of the main focuses of the Science department DIP is also to narrow the gender gap by increasing boys’ attainment levels. Another priority of the DIP is to increase the percentage of A*-C at GCSE level from 47% to 55% in all pupils, raising the achievement in line with both LA and National data. This is in conjunction with Estyn Reports which have highlighted that standards achieved by boys in the level 2 threshold including English and mathematics should be raised (Estyn, 2013). Therefore, providing help to this group of learners (boys) could both increase the percentage of A*-C grades achieved at GCSE level, and lead to the narrowing of the gender gap in attainment and performance. The SIP and DIP have outlined various strategies in which these targets may be achieved and these will be discussed below. 

Other priorities such as attainment of pupils eligible for free school meals (FSM) and literacy and numeracy attainment scores are discussed in the SIP and DIP; however Estyn reports have shown that the development of literacy and numeracy skills has been prioritised in the school and have already seen positive results from their interventions. In addition, although the school has an above average number of pupils eligible for free school meals at 27.2 %, these pupils outperform FSM pupils in similar schools at both KS3 and KS4 level. However, to raise the standards of boys in the L2 threshold in English and mathematics was a recommendation specifically addressed within the Estyn report of 2013, as the current percentage of pupils achieving this threshold is 43 % (Welsh Government, 2018), which is lower than that in similar schools. 

Narrowing of the gender gap in education 

The gender gap in education in which girls tend to perform better academically than boys is a commonly acknowledged phenomenon throughout the industrialised world, where studies have shown that males experience lower attainment during assessment, have higher dropout rates, tend to disrupt the process of learning and express less engagement than females; this has been a source of academic and public debates (Lietaert, et al., 2015). There are many suggestions as to why boys underachieve when compared to girls. For example, a study conducted by Smith (2003) suggested that there are three main reasons for this apparent gender discrepancy. The first reason being the conflict of masculinity in modern day society. For example, boys may put more effort into excelling in sports at the expense of achieving academically in schools (Wilson, 2007). This desire to succeed in sports, or other “masculine” pursuits, may cause some boys to lack willingness to learn in lessons and therefore, less able to achieve the top grades during assessments.

The second suggested explanation is that the design of the curriculum and means of assessment may bias in favour of the female gender (Smith 2003). Girls often find it easier than boys to express themselves in a reflective way, which could give an advantage in subjects such as English and the humanities. Conversely, boys may prefer reading non fiction and be therefore advantaged in science and maths. Boys may also perform better with multiple choice style questioning. Millard (1997) explores this idea of a gendered curriculum in more detail.
Smith’s third explanation for the apparent underachievement of boys involves the daily experience of pupils and teachers within the classroom environment. The behaviour of boys within a classroom setting is well documented. For example, boys are more frequently considered to want to preserve an image of disengagement and reluctant involvement, whereas girls are more likely to aspire to be the ‘ideal student’. Boys are also recognised to command most of the teachers attention in the classroom, as they display themselves as the joker or risk taker, have a noisier approach to working and a dislike to writing. Some researchers would suggest that this causes negative effects on boys’ learning experience and academic achievement (Smith, 2003).
The PISA report of 2012 confirmed the existence of a gender attainment gap in Wales. However it showed that the genders each performed well in different subject areas. For example, at KS3 level, girls outperformed boys in reading by 27 points; while in mathematics and science boys outperformed girls by 9 and 11 points respectively. The first national Numeracy and Reading Tests in Wales showed similar patterns (Welsh Government, 2013f). Furthermore, in 2018, girls outperformed boys in reading tests from years two to nine, whereas boys outperformed girls in numeracy tests in most national curriculum year groups (Welsh Government, 2018). However, in England at KS4 level, girls of all ethnicities performed better than boys and achieved an overall average score of 49.0, compared with 43.7 for boys (Department for Education, 2018). For School X, it is clear that the aims outlined in the SIP are to narrow the gap between boy and girl performance at KS4 level in mathematics and literacy, especially (Appendix 1). 




Schools improvement plan and literature

School X’s SIP and the science department DIP include suggested actions to be implemented to reach the target of narrowing the gender gap by improving boy’s academic performance, which would also maximize the schools overall GCSE (A*-C) results. The areas for improvement and actions to be taken are outlined in the improvement plans with: particular actions to be taken; nominated staff members responsible for each action; cost and resources associated with each target; the timeframe for each target to be achieved; and a success criterion for each target. In addition, the information in a black font expresses what the department as a whole has done or implemented in relation with the targets and strategies set out in the SIP (Appendix 1).

Many authors divide the strategic planning process into three distinct phases: initiation, implementation and institutionalisation. School X has followed this pattern as the most effective means of implementing change. The initiation phase describes any activities which lead up to and the decision to proceed with a specific change; the implementation phase involves the execution of the outlined strategies which were considered during the initial phase; and the institutionalization phase is when the innovation becomes embedded within the organisation’s routine, and loses its “target” status (Rutherford, 2009). 

One method outlined in the SIP to narrow the attainment gap between boys and girls at KS4 and to increase the percentage of A*-C grades includes developing courses which allow boys to maximize their outcomes. This includes courses such as construction and military preparation, which could be more appealing to boys, therefore increasing their engagement and desire to learn. From personal communication with pupils at School X, these courses have already been effective at increasing boys’ engagement with their education. This could be because the subject matter is perceived as more masculine in nature.

A study which observed peer socioeconomic composition of pupils, suggested that schools have adopted a “demasculinized learning environment;” such that the learning environment influences the construction of masculinity in peer culture in such a way that boys’ perspective of the purpose and value of attending and trying hard in schools is negatively affected (Legewie & DiPrete, 2012). In contrast, schools which promote a learning environment which raises the value of education in young boys will encourage commitment. When taking the attitude of girls to their education into consideration, it has been suggested that they are more likely to encourage academic engagement and less likely to associate school engagement as unfeminine. This suggests that the environment of the classroom is directly related to how boys’ and girls’ learning perspectives are shaped and therefore, could provide an explanation to boys’ underperformance and the gender gap (Legewie & DiPrete, 2012). Implementation strategies in school X could therefore attempt to limit or reverse the demasculinizing trend in educational learning and schooling. However, this study was limited in that it mainly focused on the socioeconomic composition of pupils and did not study the teacher’s role in moulding the attitude of boys and girls in the learning process.

Another method which is considered to be a whole school organisational approach to targeting boys’ attainment levels is the implementation of single sex classes. It has been suggested that in some instances, this implementation has gained positive experiences and results when it is used tactfully and carefully when targeting specific subjects and groups of learners, especially in relation to boys’ performances in modern languages and English and girls’ performances in sciences and mathematics. This method which aims to increase the levels of attainment of boys was utilised by a member of staff in school X which investigated the attainment of boys was conducted within school X by a member of staff. The results of this study was provided by the member of staff during an inset day which aimed to discuss strategies in order to target different groups of learners within the school, one being to improve the attainment of boys. The study involved the separation of boys and girls into single sex classes for approximately half a year in order to discover if this would increase the academic attainment of both the boys and girls under investigation. At the end of the investigation, the member of staff found that by separating boys and girls, the girls’ academic attainment levels increased however, the academic achievement of boys decreased. This study indicates that the presence of boys in a mixed sex classroom may decrease the attainment of girls but the presence of girls would increase the academic achievement of boys. It has been suggested that the successful implementation of this strategy requires: a senior manager to provide high profile and active support to single-sex classes; to recognise these classes as a priority within the academic success ethos of the school, as opposed to just identifying them as ‘experiments’ which may or may not gain positive results; and to actively promote the implementation strategy to governors, staff, parents and carers in order for single-sex classes to be sustained through time (Younger, et al., 2005).

School X is aiming to improve and increase the percentage of A*- C grades in various learners at KS4 including boys by the use of data. This includes the production of spreadsheets which detail the progress and success of individual pupils which will help to analyse results of the relevant exam data of pupils and to create new target groups. From this data, the school will be able to extrapolate the individual pupils in need of set targets, monitoring and reviewing. These individual pupils in year 10 will then receive individual progress meetings with different members of staff where the pupils will be made aware of their current grades, and will be set targets in association with the pupils FFT predications, mock examination results and end of topic assessments and challenges. Studies have suggested that mentoring in this way on an individual basis requires a lot of time during administration and analysis of data and also during the mentoring meetings with the individual pupils. 

For this implementation to produce successful results, studies have suggested that the targets set to pupils should be both realistic and offer sufficient challenge and should not be purely based on historic data within the school, but based upon high expectations and the thorough analysis of contextualized value-added data at the individual level (Younger, et al., 2005). The mentor should also be able to discuss and advice the subject teacher on behalf of ‘their target pupil’ to provide increased challenge for their pupil to achieve more. In addition, the mentor should be credible to individuals, and provide support and engagement to the pupils, but should also be assertive disengaged students have the opportunity to protect their own image and use their mentor’s pressure to excuse their own involvement in academic work. When mentoring and target setting of pupils is implemented with these precautions, this strategy has the potential to encourage and better the aspirations and engagement of disengaged boys as it has the ability to develop boys’ sense of self belief an d that their self-image and academic achievement may work together (Younger, et al., 2005).

Another strategy outlined in school X’s SIP is to raise the standards and outcomes of boys at KS4 is to structure the year 11 course to include increased focus of revision and examination skills which may be beneficial to boys in particular and this target was met as revision classes were provided to this group of learners where pupils were asked to discuss and analyse mark schemes of past examinations in order to identify and recongnise the best ways and techniques required to attempt and answer examination questions effectively. In addition, from observation of some year 11 classes within the science department, it is clear that after an examination or class test was undertaken, the teacher would utlise a lesson to share and discuss the mark scheme of these tests with the year 11 classes to ensure the pupils could further develop their examination techniques. Many studies highlight the usefulness of providing focused and comprehensive feedback to students after examination in order to further the pupils understanding, provide methods and suggestions to improve their practice and examination techniques. In order to check that the teachers feedback has been useful for pupils, it is important that teachers assess the pupils again to continue the “feedback loop” and to allow both teaching and learning to become more efficient and effective. It is also vital that the pupils are informed of what the teacher has learned from providing and marking the examinations to allow all pupils to become more motivated and involved in the test/feedback process (Angelo & Cross, 1993; Azmat & Iriberri, 2010). Furthermore, if the students have been informed about what to do and how to it well in exams, then it will be more probable that students will produce it during examinations (Hodgen & Wiliam, 2006).

Many research studies have suggested that the provision of focused feedback to pupils after examination is a useful practice to raise the grades and motivation of pupils. Furthermore, some research studies suggested that the provision of relative performance feedback information to pupils in that pupils may be aware if they were performing above or below the class average as well as the distance from this average has the potenital to cause pupils to become significantly more motivated and enthusiastic to succeed during examinations. Reasons for this increased motivation could be due to the competitive nature of pupils to do better than their peers (Azmat & Iriberri, 2010).

Recommendations and the way forward
Raising the challenge in teaching to match best practice in the school was a recommendation outlined in the latest Estyn report for the school. One method to providing adequate challenge to the pupils during lessons is to incorporate more Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) style questions for pupils to attempt. This is a strategy outlined in the DIP. PISA tests 15 year old pupils on their knowledge, skills and readiness for life as an adult. Pupils are examined on their ability to address real life challenges which involve reading, mathematics and science (Bradshaw, et al., 2010). Analysis of the PISA 2012 reading and science assessments, it is clear that approximately one in five students in Wales failed to achieve L2 which is thought to be the baseline of proficiency at which pupils start to express competencies to actively participate in their lives. 
It has been suggested that pupils believe PISA style questions to be more difficult as it sometimes includes the reading of large paragraphs of text. Therefore, this shows the requirement for schools to further encourage and develop pupils’ literacy skills as part of the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) which aims to develop pupils reading, writing and mathematical abilities.

From the PISA 2009 report for Wales, it was suggested that girls outperformed boys in reading however, boys scored significantly higher than girls in science and mathematics (Bradshaw, et al., 2010). From my experience of school X, PISA questions have not yet been incorporated into science lesson and due to the high achievement of boys during these more challenging real life questions, this could be an area in which the science department could prioritise to encourage the motivation and attainment of boys. School X also aims  to improve the standards of literacy and numeracy across the curriculum in order to enhance pupils learning and attainment levels during examination. It is important that this action is met as Donaldson (2015) states it is widely accepted that good literacy and numeracy skills are fundamental to education. Furthermore, Donaldson (2015) emphasized the need for children to confidently and competently use literacy and numeracy at a high level in order for them to be able to learn effectively across the curriculum, not just in mathematics and English lessons. Therefore, embedding the LNF in lessons effectively by use of strategic planning should be a priority for schools which would also help to raise the standards of boys in all subjects during their learning experience within school X.

From my first PTE, it was evident that pupils of similar academic and attainment levels were grouped together for lessons in science. This grouping of pupils in this way is contrary to the conclusions of Gamoran (1992), where it is suggested that low achieving pupils would highly benefit from being placed into mixed sets or pupils with mixed abilities. Gamoran (1992) further suggested that the overall achievement of pupils fails to improve and schools merely promote inequality if pupils are allocated into a set or group in accordance with their attainment levels. Thus, it may be beneficial for school X to make changes to the grouping system in which classes include pupils of mixed abilities for lower achieving pupils could be encouraged to succeed by receiving inspiration and help from higher achieving pupils. However, some classes in school X contain a vast variety of attainment levels which also caused high achieveing pupils to become distracted by distruptive behaviour of lower achieveing pupils. 
It could provide to be beneficial for school X to assess the ways in which they utilise the money made available from the Pupil Deprivation Grant (PDG). This grant is privded to schools in Wales with the aim to overcome and remove possible obstacles which could be detrimental to the academic nd personal outcomes of pupils that come from a disadvantaged background (Welsh Government, 2015). A report from The Sutton Trust discusses the challenges which schools experience when aiming to spend such funds effectively in order for disadvantaged students to have access to the same oppourtunies in which more advantaged pupils may experience. This report suggested that regular, effective feedback provided to pupils and peer assisted learning were cost effective methods to enhance the educational experience, oppourtunitees and academic achievement of disadvantaged pupils (Higgins, et al., 2011). The schools funds could be invested into oppourtunites for boys to experience learning from the wider community and agencies. 
The Estyn report recommends each department to include more clear actions and measurable success criteria within their improvement plans. School X has amended the improvement plans to include more clear strategies and actions to take in order to better the schools performance however, the success criteria of their actions are not defined clearly enough for example, whether their implementations have been successful and how they have been successful (Estyn, 2013). Therefore, it could be beneficial for school X to amend this so that the members of staff within the department and across the school as a whole, may be encouraged that their efforts to create changes for improvement have been successful. It would also allow the staff to recognise any areas/strategies of improvement which have not worked as such, in order to amend these to meet their set targets.
In conclusion, in order for the school and science department to achieve their main targets set, and to respond to the latest Estyn report to reduce the gender gap and to increase the standards achieved by boys, all members of staff including the teachers, managers and head teacher within this school should work consistently and together as a team when putting into action the necessary strategies outlined in the SIP and DIP (Saddington, et al., 1999). This could ensure that the academic attainment and learning experience of all groups of learners may be enhanced. 
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