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The purpose of this report is to critically investigate the application of Digital Competency within School X, and how the department of Information Communication Technology (ICT) within this school facilitates with working towards this school initiative. The attention is drawn towards Digital Competency because as a result of the schools most recent inspection from Esytn, they identified that ICT skills across the curriculum are underdeveloped, and that the school should allow for the progressive development of skills, in particular ICT skills. This then correlates to the recently incorporated Digital Competence Framework (DCF) which has been implemented into schools from September 2018, which will be explained further on within the report.

The assessment of this school initiative to address Digital Competency will be derived from the Schools Improvement Plan (SIP), (See Appendix 1), and how this then unites into the identified applied strategies of the ICT Departmental Improvement Plan (DIP), (See Appendix 2). After the appropriate assessment has been made, it will be continued with a critical analysis of the essential requirement of strategic planning within schools, and what are some of the common best practises. The report will follow with the inspection of how the identified issue of Digital Competency will be addressed within the SIP & DIP.

Bringing the report to a close, a critical review will be performed on how digital competence has been an area for concern within the modern technology lifestyle, and what are some of the best forms of deployment to ensure that learners are obtaining these essential skills. This gathered information will then be applied to the progress of School X regarding the identified issue, and how the recent findings can be used to support the needs of the school.

[bookmark: _Toc536479926]School Overview

In order to obtain a wider understanding of the school and to place it into perspective, a further discussion will be introduced to identify some key statistics and observation comments. School X is an English-medium, eleven to sixteen mixed comprehensive school, and is maintained by the local authority. This school currently has a count of 702 pupils on roll, and around 2% of pupils live in the 20% most deprived areas in Wales. Nearly all pupils are white, British and 2% of pupils speak English as an additional language. The school has around 21.5% of pupils are eligible for free school meals, which is higher than the national average of 17%. Currently, around 28% of pupils are on the special educational needs register, which is higher than the national average of 21.5%. One per cent of pupils have a statement of special educational needs, which is lower than the national average of 2.4%. (ESTYN, 2018)

From their recent Estyn inspection in April 2018, School X was rewarded a total of four ‘Good’ judgements, beside an ‘Adequate and needs improvement’ judgement. Created on that inspection, the school were provided with four recommendations: raise standards for all groups of learners; ensure that curriculum arrangements, including the grouping of pupils, allow for the progressive development of skills, in particular numeracy and ICT skills; Improve the quality of teaching, including ensuring a suitable level of challenge to pupils of all abilities; Strengthen arrangements for self-evaluation so that leaders at all levels make full use of a wide range of first-hand evidence. (ESTYN, 2018)
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A SIP is a document that is issued by a school for them to identify any potential changes that they need to make for them to improve the level of pupil attainment, and it will also show how and when these potential changes will come into action. During the early stages of producing the SIP, or throughout its time in affect, deliberations, it may be an option for a school to investigate into stretching their long-term plan for several additional years to come. This will be to make sure that the school will preserve their focus of their primary targets and will achieve all of them to the best of their capabilities. It was mentioned by Cooke and Vanstone (2001) that a more generalised SIP should be seen as a working document. This is because a school will use this to continuously monitor their overall progress overtime, and they then have the ability to make the required revisions to ensure that their overall targets stay within reach.

The current SIP of School X for the academic year of 2018/19 is divided into three core strategic aims, each of which has their own subdivision of targets that need to be met, with guidance on applied strategies and the impact of successfully reaching the target. This is structured as a ‘top-down’ approach, meaning that the initial stages of the SIP are to identify the key areas that would be targeted for improvement.
The three main strategic aims are as followed:
1. Enhance standards of attainment across the school for all pupils and groups of learners.
2. Develop the schools approach the progressive development of pupils’ Numeracy & Digital Competence Skills.
3. Developing a culture of leadership, accountability and capacity building at all level’s leadership through effective professional development.
Once the identification of the core aims of improvement within the school have been determined within this ‘top-down’ approach, the next stage of the development process is for the departments within the school to establish their own DIP. This will give the different departments within the school their own tailored improvement plan, which will identify the activities/targets they need to generate, in order to relate to the established targets resulting from the SIP.
The SIP of School X has a clear strategic aim that links to the visible application of Digital Competency within the school, and this aim states “To enhance the quality and range of learning and teaching experiences to ensure all pupils are literate, numerate and digitally competent”. Within this identified strategic aim there is a sub-target labelled “2.3 - Develop the schools approach the progressive development of pupils’ Numeracy & Digital Competence Skills”. The intended impact for this target is for numeracy and digital skills to be embedded within all areas of the curriculum and to progressively enhance pupil’s development and use of these skills.

For the department of ICT to connect to this relevant target their DIP delivers a range of activities that will be applied throughout the academic year. These activities are a collection of different strategies that each have their own target date, alongside a lead person to ensure that these activities are completed. An analysis on how the DIP relates to the whole SIP will be presented further on within this paper.
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Within this section of report, it will examine into why the role of strategic planning is crucial in achieving any form of improvement and will also relate this to how it can be applied within a school environment.

Before looking into the values of strategic planning, and its potential significant role relating to the opportunity for improvement; the basic understanding of strategic planning will be readdressed. Strategic planning can be seen as a continuous movement relating to management within an establishment, and that it is utilised as a tool to align the main targets to succeed towards a positive form of improvement. It examines into how valuable data on an organisation has performed previously, and it acts upon this said data by focusing on a range of different aspects. As for a school environment, this could be a range of aspects such as the type of curriculum being deployed to the quality of the equipment that they currently have is outdated. This type of planning will ensure that all employees of the organisation including any external stakeholders, are all working towards these relatable targets.

The method of applying this strategy to an organisation and the choices of the underlying decisions and actions that are made during this plan, will form what the organisation will become within the future. This can be applied for both short-term and long-time goals, but this will be specifically identified within an accurate plan Powell (1992) identified that for a result of an effective application of strategic planning, it should express not exclusively the direction of an organisation and where it is going, alongside the actions needed to achieve progress, but also how can it measure of successful it has been.

The role of strategic planning is to develop a strategy that is a consistent and merging outline for decisions, regarding the directions of a business and the deployment of resources. For the purpose of creating a successful strategic plan, it requires the combination of both internal and external data, with a grouping of it being both qualitive and qualitative information. In the concept of a school, this information data can be gathered from internal investigation or alternatively from formal reviews, for example ESTYN.

Tregoe and Zimmerman (1981) defined that strategy is a crucial outcome of a significant strategic planning process. Within their findings they identified that in order to perform a successful strategic plan for achieving crucial improvement within an organisation, it must be divided into three key processes: Innovation, Strategy Planning, and Operational Planning.

The initial process that needs to be instigated to create a valuable strategic plan and establish the areas for improvement, is the innovation of the plan. To ensure that this stage is effective, it will need to consider the what is identified to be a planned position that the organisation sees itself within the future. The benefit from applying this innovation stage is that it can help an organisation transfer beyond their formed comfort zone, into the favourable scenario of pushing their expectations and requirements. For the strategic planning to remain realistic, the use of benchmarking data will be applied, and this is to ensure that all potential areas of improvement are always going to be achievable, and that with experience from past practices the selected best ones can be applied.

The following process identified after the innovation stage, is to apply the operational planning. This will become the process for adapting the classified strategies and will then develop them into corresponding action plans, which are in some context achievable and that involve members of staff all through the organisation in certifying that the needs are met accordingly. With a view to effectively apply a strategic change, which is developed from a form of strategic planning, it is essential that all the various levels of staff to fully integrate the change in everything they carry out. In these circumstances the recognition and formation of values and assumptions are developed, with the purpose of guaranteeing that the organisation is successful at achieving their set strategic targets.

Originating from the research conducted by Brimblecombe et al. (1996), and Chapman (2001) combined it was a prominent factor that teachers respect and esteem the constructive feedback from the formal school inspectors as a significant desire for school improvement activities. Throughout his studies, Chapman (2001) also investigated that the accountability to advance and maintain an appropriate SIP following a formal review, showed clear evidence that it subsidised to much more apparent school improvement.

Conclusions that came from Ouston et al. (1997) prove with evidence that having performed school inspections, it will instigate a vastly positive school improvement. It showed that, this would only be initiated if the report that the school receives details the ranges in which the school has performed underwhelmingly.

In association to this, there is evident literature relating to school improvement and it discloses that the quality assessment independently is not enough to demand a mandatory outcome. Geijsel (2001) and Fullan (1991) determined that a minority of schools are not accepting the direction of change which is derived from their inspection, and that they feel that are more than capable of being able to pursue an effective and successful change without any external succour.

In order to reflect accordingly with the valid points relating to the procedure on how a school should tackle their improvement professionally, it is evident that applying any form of strategic planning which uses the vital information extracted from the external inspections the school will achieve a form of improvement. Considering the findings of Geijsel and Fullan, this cannot be a true indication that the approach of not using the information from inspections to their advantage, would in any way find a way of improving the school. Rather favour with their own initiative, it does not show any form of opportunity for the school to grow under the guidance of external entities, even if within their own discoveries they do not identify any forms of improvement within the school. It is evident that without any form of strategical planning that a school could potentially put themselves at risk of making quick and rational decisions, that will lack the innovation and understandings which would be derived from a successfully applied strategic plan.
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The topic that is going to be scrutinised within this report, is how School X has developed a strategy to apply digital competency across the school, and what identified areas can be expanded. This section is going to look at two significant documents that are used within a school environment, and that is the School Improvement Plan (SIP) and the Department Improvement Plan (DIP), from the department of ICT.  

As mentioned in the previous section of the report, the SIP of School X has a significant strategic aim that links to the deployment of digital competency within the school, and this aim states “To enhance the quality and range of learning and teaching experiences to ensure all pupils are literate, numerate and digitally competent”. Within this aim pursued at digital competency, there is a sub-target labelled “2.3 - Develop the schools approach the progressive development of pupils’ Numeracy & Digital Competence Skills”. The expected outcome for this target is in this case, is for digital skills to exclusively be embedded within all areas of the curriculum and to gradually add to pupil’s development and use of these skills.

For the department of ICT to connect to this relevant target relating to the application of digital competency within the SIP, their DIP delivers a range of activities that will be applied throughout the academic year to support this. For each of the three strategic aims identified within the SIP, the DIP has a set of activities present in order to achieve the same goal as other departments. This document evidently reveals four separate activities that are directly targeted at fulfilling the needs of digital competency.

As the curriculum of ICT will naturally deliver most areas relating to digital competency, there is still some speculation that not all aspects will be covered. To address this issue, one of the activities is to “Update schemes of work to include data and computational strands of the DCF” As a result of this, the hesitant strands of the DCF will be addressed exclusively as they were not currently within the previous schemes of work. 

Another activity that was labelled towards the quality of the digital competency throughout the school, was to “work collaboratively with all curriculum areas to ensure full coverage of all DCF strands through mapping of schemes of work and provision of staff training.” This is evident that the department of ICT is working towards the SIP, by providing additional assistance to other departments, to ensure that everyone is working towards the same strategic aim.

One unique activity that is within the DIP, looks at merging with the Technology department within the school, and combine the same scheme of work to ensure they are reaching their target of delivering a form of digital competency. This activity states to “Work collaboratively with Technology department to create a themed learning experience using BBC microbit and robotics kit” This shows evident signs of the department of ICT being efficient with the activities they are creating, to provide a more enjoyable experience for the learners; while continuously meeting the target of the SIP to portray more digital competence skills.
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Digital competency is one of the most recent terms which is used for describing a set of skills which are technology related. Overtime, there have been several different terms used in order to identify this form of skillset and experience with regards to digital technologies. Illomaki, Kantosalo and Lakkala (2011, p1) announced that the most common phrases used for these skills would be “ICT skills, technology skills, information skills, 21st century skills, information literacy, digital literacy and digital skills.” In the most recent years of academic development, digital competency has enhanced itself into a key notion in the direction of what brand of skills and understanding that pupils should require within the knowledge.

It is a developing reality that is becoming more evident that having an inadequate amount of digital skills in the modern world, is probable to have a form of an adverse impression on people’s employability within the future. The Digital Economy and Society Index in 2018 undertook research relating to the amount of digital skills people have within the workforce within Europe. These findings show that 1.6 million Europeans (43%) have insufficient digital skills (DESI, 2018).

To investigate the issue with more detail relating to the incompetent amount of digital skills, a recent study published by The European Commission. This study examined the impact of digital competency with regards to the conversion of these skills into the workplace. The main findings from the report indicates that digital technologies are widely used in workplaces in the European Union. It declares that an estimated 93% of European workplaces use desktop computers, and 63% other portable devices. It is also evident that the habit of ICT has expanded considerably in the last five years in more than 90% of workplaces (The European Commission, 2017).

Taking into consideration the two valued comments from both DESI and The European Commission and combining them together it shows strong evidence of the essential need for digital skills within the modern-day workplace. In order to fulfil these demands, it must be taken into reflection that more people need to become immersed within a digital world.

With hopes of attempting to stay in parallel with the vastly growing digital world we live in, in 2015 the Welsh Government commenced a new plan to build a new curriculum. This developed plan was inspired by the commendations from Donaldson’s (2015) innovative report Successful Futures, and within this report it identified that digital competence questions identified within the ICT Steering Group’s report (2013).

To proceed with the recommendations of Donaldson, a new framework was developed named the Digital Competence Framework (DCF). This framework focuses on capturing a wide spectrum of skills that will assist the targeted learners to succeed within a rapidly growing digital lifestyle. This framework was formed under the Welsh Government, with the support of specialists from within Digital Pioneer Schools, from which they developed their research, involving a range of factors that are present within current regional and international digital frameworks (Welsh Government, 2016). It should be made clear that the DCF should not be confused ICT or Computer Science, and this is because it is one of three cross-curricular obligations, alongside numeracy and literacy. It concentrates on expanding digital skills which can be related to a wide range of subjects and developments that are exchangeable to the world of work.
It has been said that “Central to a successful education system is ensuring that the next generation are not only knowledgeable in an increasingly digital world but stay safe online and acquire advanced digital skills to support their future employability.” (ESTYN, 2018) This passage of text ensures that not only are the practical digital skills of the learners under inquiry, but also the overall understanding of consequences that happen within a digital world, furthermore showing greater importance to including this form of information within the curriculum. Rowlands (2018) made it clear that “Schools should be familiarising themselves with the new Digital Competence Framework, by creating a whole-school vision and putting this into practice.” Uniting the two sections of text together, can give a broader understanding of the importance of digital competency, and how it should always be a working progress towards a continuous development of this obligation within a school.

With the movement of the curriculum going towards a more digital direction, there is going to remain some doubt as if they are going into the unknown because of its contemporary immersion into the world. It is going to take some encouragement and passionate display of confidence to ensure that everyone is behind this next development of teaching. Dwyer (2017) produced a proclamation that “We need to dispel any of the fears that may remain within our schools around digital competency and IT and recognise that we are all learning and moving forward together” He is trying to eradicate any misconceptions that anyone could potentially have with the development of digital competency, and that as a whole everyone will be improving together, pupils and teachers alike. He continued by following up with mentioning “In doing so, we need to accept that many of our learners are already advanced in digital competency and have skills they can share with us.” This gives an insight as to some people could be overcomplicating applying these new set of skills to learners, without any understanding of the prior knowledge that is already present, naturally within the learners.

[bookmark: _Hlk536466384]For a school environment to set off in the right direction with bringing in digital competence to their curriculum, it was suggested by the Welsh Government that each school should elect a ‘digital lead’. The appropriate role for the ‘digital lead’ is going a key component with relation to the improving the digital learning within the school, and by organising how the DCF is going to be applied to build greater awareness and support. There is going to have to be a recently generated development of a new school approach in order to include the teaching of these new digital skills spread across the curriculum, as it is going to be essential. It was made clear that the duty for applying the DCF to the curriculum should not be explicitly dedicated to the elected ‘digital lead’, and that the whole collection of teachers in the school have an essential role in developing digital competence skills of their learners, as each department will have different requirements. (Welsh Government, 2018)
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[bookmark: _Hlk536479496]Inside this section of report, it will examine into the performance of School X and how they are attempting to improve the school with relation to the issue from the underdevelopment of digital competency. The information will be extracted from the SIP and DIP accordingly, and it will identify what strategies have been put in place to decipher their existing issue. The issue was first brought to the attention of School X during their 2018 Estyn inspection, where they identified that ICT skills across the curriculum are underdeveloped.

Within the SIP of School X, it identifies that the directed targets that were set to achieve digital competency had a timeframe to be completed by July 2019. Within this isolated section from the SIP on the selected topic, there is only one sub-target that should have already been met. This sub-target was to complete an audit on the current provision of digital competence, and this was meant to be completed within January 2019. As it currently stands through evidence of observation, there has been no completion of this activity due to unforeseen circumstances, and there is no recent indication to suggest that it is going to be completed soon. This activity should be vital as this will outline the current running of the use of digital competency within the curriculum, and if there any complications they can be resolved as soon as possible. As the initial date that was set for this activity to be completed was halfway through the academic year, this does not give the school much time to act efficiently to the results of this. The recommendation that would be put forward to School X, is to try and complete these audits promptly, as this will provide them with a clear indication on where they need to apply more thought into the curriculum. It would be suggested that during the creation of their forthcoming SIP for the next academic year, is that they complete the audits as soon as possible, for them to easily identify what work needs to be done.

Another target within the SIP that was directed at digital competency was to establish a set of ‘Lead Practitioners’ in each of the separate areas of learning, to result in the development of digital competency. The deadline that was initially set for this target was February 2019, giving the school an estimated five months to allow for this target to be met. From concurrent observations within School X, it is evident that this target is not on track to be met by this mentioned deadline. There is no clear evidence to show that any identification of these ‘Lead Practitioners’, or any progression to these names being used throughout the different departments. Within the SIP it mentions that this target is going to be met through the medium of it being delivered through a staff Continuing Professional Development (CPD). During the time of studying within School X, there was no devoted CPD towards the establishment of the ‘Lead Practitioners’, and there is no clear indication that this target within the SIP will be completed within the timeframe. The recommendation that would be presented to School X, is to examine the possibility implementing the suggested election of a ‘Digital Lead’. This idea is somewhat like the ‘Lead Practitioners’, but this new approach has a more dynamic approach which will benefit School X. The idea of a ‘Digital Lead’ was drawn from the Welsh Government, with the idea that the elected person will proceed in becoming a key component with relation to the improving the digital learning within the school, and by organising how the DCF is going to be applied to build greater awareness and support. The suggested intervention for this new methodology will be to generate the development of a new school approach in order to include the teaching of these new digital skills spread across the curriculum, as it is going to be essential.

Looking into the structure of the DIP from ICT, and how it relates to the clear strategic aim of digital competency within the SIP, there is two specific targets that are directly correlated with regards to this issue.
The first target was to update schemes of work to include data and computational strands of the DCF. This target was given a timescale to be completed from within September 2018 through to August 2019, which implies that this is a continuous target to be achieved within the department. From examining the current schemes of work that are currently in use within the ICT department, there is obvious efforts made of attempting to exclusively strive towards the target of addressing these strands. With regards to the progression made towards the target, it is safe to accept that this target has been met successfully, even with the additional amount of time left within the timescale. A suitable recommendation would be to invest the same strategy into the schemes of work with the remaining time left from the timescale, to identify any improvement for the remaining strands of the DCF. The benefit of accommodating the extra work within the timescale, will prove to be worthwhile as this issue will potentially not have to be addressed again, resulting in more valuable time being used to reach other targets within the future.

The second target that was stated was to work collaboratively with all curriculum areas to ensure full coverage of all DCF strands through mapping of SOW and provision of staff training. As it currently stands the department of ICT have addressed the areas of the DCF that they need to cover across the curriculum, and it is their duty from this target to assist other departments to allow them access to develop their own digital skills, before deploying them to the learners. Similar to the other target this was given a timescale to be completed from within September 2018 through to August 2019, which also indicates that it is an ongoing target for the department. During the time of observation within School X, there was no obvious attempts to reach this target, although within the DIP it does mention that they are prepared to spend half a day with each of the departments within the school, and this dedicated time will ensure that they meet their target successfully with the use of workshops. As of yet, this has not been introduced into the school, but they are looking to implement before the end of the academic year. This is not the most suitable scenario for the DIP, as these workshops should have been instituted at the earliest point within the academic year.

[bookmark: _Toc536479932]Conclusion

As a result, from investigating School X with the contemporary issue of the lack of deployment of digital competency throughout the school, which was evident within their Estyn report, they have shown a noticeable effort in trying to address this issue. It was explicitly addressed within the school improvement plan by affiliating its own unique strategic aim. It was then the requirement for the department of ICT to attempt to achieve this required aim, and they produced a complete DIP which allowed for the opportunity to resolve the misapprehension of the application of digital competency. It was palpable that even though the DIP was clear with what it wanted to achieve, and when it wanted to achieve it by, the department was behind schedule on reaching most of its targets. It shows that the department has clear intention of working towards the key strategic aim retrieved from the SIP, but there is not an evident striving attitude towards meeting this goal prematurely, for them to assist other departments. For the department of School X to make progress towards their target of sowing the foundation for digital competency, a more vigorous and directed approach within the future would be recommended. The consequences of not acting accordingly to this issue, will develop into the possibility of the same issue recurring within their next Estyn review, showing no signs of improvement; giving the impression of not taking the obligation of addressing digital competency throughout the curriculum critically.
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