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Investigating Contemporary Issues in Secondary Education

Strategic planning of school is imperative so that the school can set out improvements so that the outcome of the learner improves (Welsh Government, 2014).  A School Development Plan (SDP) is necessary so that all members of staff in the school knows the focus and key priorities over a three year period.  The focus will be on the SDP of my Professional Teaching Experience 1 (PTE1) which will be called here on out School X to keep in line of the confidentiality rules set out by the Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research, (BERA, 2018).  I aim to address the transition between the National Curriculum and the curriculum reform set out by Professor Donaldson within School X.  I aim to show the effect it has had on Modern Foreign Languages (MFL) lessons.  School X is a comprehensive school based in South Wales with 1700 pupils on register of which, includes a flourishing sixth form.  School X is a Pioneer School, which means they have implemented the new curriculum for Key Stage 3 (KS3) through the iLearn curriculum.

Strategic planning is a complex process in which schools establish priorities and link the school’s needs to resources and to improve the outcome of the pupils.  It allows the school to plan the development of the staff, so that it meets the goals and needs set out by the school.  Be that as it may strategic planning surpasses the need to show that it complies with developing a strategic plan, it should demonstrate a school’s dedication for continuing improvement, (Wajala, 2014).  

The implementation of this vision in schools can take time, especially when there is a need to involve everyone affected and to take into consideration their views (Welsh Government, 2014).  This is all dependent on the state of the school and the vision as to what action needs to take place, (Welsh Government, 2014).  The production of the plan will not be the impact on learner outcome but rather the measure of the effectiveness of the plan (Welsh Government, 2014).  The pans will have both short term and long term goals that will increase performance across the whole school despite their background, (Welsh Government, 2014).   The SDP is a ‘live document’, which means that it is a continuous process for the school, (Welsh Government, 2014).   

The creation of the SDP is the responsibility of governing bodies that promote high levels of achievement within the school, (Welsh Government, 2012).  The head teacher has the responsibility for managing the school and there is a need for them to work together in order to lead the work of the school and its ability for improvement, (Welsh Government, 2014).   The governing body has the responsibility to consent and to mark the completion of the SDP due to them being culpable for the planning and revision of the SDP, (Welsh Government, 2014).   However, the head teacher of the school has a more practical role with working with the relative staff in producing the SDP as well as having the authority to implement the fundamental strategies and action in order to secure the improvements, (Welsh Government, 2014).   

Strategic planning can be seen as a tool to help self-study and evaluation; where they identify their strengths and plan for their weaknesses,(Steyn and Wolhuter, 2010).  In contrary to this; it could be said that due to it being a pragmatic mean of communicating across the established barriers of the school; strategic planning can enhance school community relationships, (Eacott, 2011).  It allows the school to be able to give the staff context with regards to the performance management.  

With regards the SDP there is a four-stage improvement cycle; this includes self-evaluation, strategic planning, making improvement or action and finally reviewing the impact (Welsh Government, 2014).   Each school must have an SDP, and each one will be over a three-year period.  The consultation for strategic planning must include all relevant staff and authorities so that everyone can commit to the agenda, (Welsh Government, 2014).  The sense of partnership in how the strategic planning will be done; means that there is a collaborative movement in working towards these improvements, (Welsh Government, 2014).   It is essential that the school has one strategic improvement plans.  

The areas for progression, which were determined in the self-evaluation phase, should be prioritized, (Welsh Government, 2014).  Regional consortia and the challenge adviser should work in conjunction with the school in order to set ambitious but reasonable goals, (Welsh Government, 2014).  It also has to address the national priorities and how they will be implemented.  After the identification of the priorities, the targets should be realistically challenged and clear success criteria enforced, (Welsh Government, 2014).  There should be opportunity for collaboration and in that to share best practice in order to raise the outcomes for all learners, (Welsh Government, 2014).   

Professional development is key to the strategic planning of the school.  This is necessary in order to promote high quality teaching, no matter whether the members of staff are permanent or temporary, (Welsh Government, 2014).  This should include effective collaboration, use of data, mentoring and reflective practice in order to have a positive impact on classroom practice.  This can allow for teachers having more confidence and taking risks and an enhanced belief in making an impact to the learning of the pupil, (Cordingley et al., 2005).  It can also be said that by allowing teachers to have time to share their knowledge on students and their teaching, they receive guidance from others on the topic which gives the teacher greater knowledge, (Bryant et al., 2001)

However, some schools could perceive strategic planning to be a challenge not only due to a lack of insight into the process of strategic planning but also the ability to adapt the strategic plans to action plans for a compelling adaptation, (Conley, 1993).  Thus, it is most efficient when the school has a clear focus on where it wants to go; how to get there and has the authoritative capability to engage in the process, (Davies & Ellison, 2003). 

School X is a school based on the outskirts of Swansea South Wales.  It is a mixed secondary school, which serves pupils between 11 and 19 (Mylocalschool.wales.gov.uk, n.d.).  There are 1700 pupils enrolled in 2018 and of which 358 are in the sixth form (Mylocalschool.wales.gov.uk, n.d.).  There are 6.5% of pupils eligible for free school meals, which is below the Welsh average of 16.6% (Mylocalschool.wales.gov.uk, n.d.).  With regards to Special Educational Needs, 9.5% of pupils have a School Action; 3.4% of pupils have School Action Plus and 2.0% of pupils are statemented.  The figures are also well below the average in Wales (Mylocalschool.wales.gov.uk, n.d.).  However, 4.4% of pupils have English as an Additional Language, which is above the Welsh average of 3.0%.  Also, 23.9% of pupils in School X have recorded their ethnic background as anything other than “White British” which is well above the Welsh average of 9.8% (Mylocalschool.wales.gov.uk, n.d.).  

The school is rated as Green in the National School Categorisation System.  This system helps to identify nationally which schools need the most support in order to improve (Welsh Assembly Government 2007).  The system is based on a three-part process where they take into consideration outcome indicators, improvement capacity, and support category (Welsh Assembly Government, 2007).  The green category signifies that the school receives the least amount of support for improvement (Welsh Assembly Government, 2007).  
In School X, the recent Estyn report from 2018 rated the school as Excellent in every inspection area.  They found that nearly all pupils are confident and ambitious learners, (Estyn, 2018).  They commented that communication is a strong skill amongst the pupils and that they use a wide range of vocabulary effectively in the classroom.  The report commented on the positive attitude of almost all pupils and the trusting relationship between pupil and staff, which supports the high levels of wellbeing, (Estyn, 2018).   
School X is a classed as a Pioneer School.  This signifies that the school is trialling out the New Curriculum put forward by Professor Donaldson in Successful Futures (Estyn, 2018).  It has been a Pioneer School since 2015 and started putting it into effect from September 2016 (Estyn, 2018).  The aim of the new curriculum is to review KS3 and analyse new capabilities especially regarding the grouping of traditional subject areas.  In School X they have adopted the iLearn curriculum as a response (Estyn, 2018).  This is broken down to iComunicate, iCalculate, iDiscover, iThink, iCreate and iThrive (Estyn, 2018).  Schemes of work are the responsibility of learning managers and are focused on evolvement of Donaldson’s four purposes (Estyn, 2018).  Due to School X not following the National Curriculum; teachers have the scope to plan lessons with real life context, which in return allows for challenging and augmenting a pupil’s understanding (Estyn, 2018).  

The SDP of School X covers the 2015 to 2018 time frame.  In this time, the school had 90.13 teachers and 54.12 support staff.  There are no targets listed for KS3 but for KS4 there is the target that 88.9% of these pupils reach a Level 2 plus in their GCSEs.  With regards to English 89.2 and Maths 91.4% of pupils have the target of getting A* to C at GCSE.  Statistically the targets for pupils with FSM are 75%; ALN are 57.4%; And EAL are 84.6% will achieve A* to C respectively at GCSE.  

Since the last report the school has made excellent progress with their previous targets.  The previous targets were to improve the results of Mathematics and Science at KS3; to reinforce the transmission of numeracy across the curriculum; and to clarify the school improvement plan so that the key priorities will be enhanced for the school.  This has been achieved with a rising trend in outcome for over the last five years.  The literacy and numeracy framework (LNF) has been weaved into every aspect of the curriculum and has been made the responsibility of every subject.  The school has also simplified the SDP with three clear high level priorities for improvement.  

In the SDP the first high level priority includes to improve KS4 performance in the five A* to A category; to raise the performance of KS5 by ameliorating the number of subject placed in the top quartile; and to augment the level of attendance within the school and to develop their position in BMQ1.  There has been substantial rise in performance of A* to A at GCSE with a rise of 13.3% between 2015 and 2017.  This could be due to the number of strategies teachers have put into place with the pupils, for instance using success criteria to achieve an A* response, and demonstrating examples of the best responses. There has been no value added improvement with KS5 as from their GCSE results, it can be seen that they are more able than previous years thus meaning they have higher targets.  There has been great emphasis on attendance in the school.  Although the school has finished in the top level of BMQ2, the school has put incentives into place for increasing attendance.  This has been done with a pizza party at the end of every half term for the form with the best attendance.  This has created a positive attitude amongst pupils with regards to attendance.  

The second high priority is focused on the Donaldson curriculum.  It includes the extension of the iLearn program so that the curriculum delivers the four purposes set out in “Successful Futures” and is accessible for all learners; to integrate “School X Approach to Assessment” and continually improve the collaborative learning culture in School X.  The school has made excellent progress with this; Year 7, Year 8 and Year 9 pupils are benefiting from this curriculum change and are experiencing the six learning areas through the iLearn curriculum.  The integration of the approach to assessment has standardized the way in which teachers mark and to bridge the gap between teaching and learning, (Wiliam, 2011).  The school has introduced a “Common Language of Learning” which standardizes the codes used by teachers when marking making it more consistent for pupils which minimizes confusion for pupils, and reduces workload for the teacher.  The school follows a system where marking should be meaningful, motivating, and manageable for both pupils and staff.  The aim is for feedback to be effective for the pupil and for them to be motivated to put into practice their feedback.  However, feedback is just as important for the teacher; Wiliam says that sometimes pupils do not learn what we teach, so it is essential that we integrate assessment in the middle of the lesson rather than at the end because there is still time to do something with that information, (2011).   As a Pioneer School, School X has collaborated with one of their Primary Feeder Schools, and both schools model the effective practice of the Curriculum reform, demonstrating the ways they can work together as part of the Donaldson Curriculum.  Both schools have gone on to deliver presentations at a national level to show this effective practice.  More recently, School X has received visitors from interested schools and organisations who observe the approach the school has to the Donaldson curriculum.  

The final high priority for School X includes to drive standards and to develop the collaborative learning culture, to utilize the leadership model to support succession planning and to clarify the existing improving quality programme so that the school can authorize the accurate and detailed evidence base for school evaluation.  The school has shown substantial progression for this especially driving standards and developing the learning culture with the advancements the school has made with the curriculum reform and the significant change the school has made with regards to structure within this.  Departments have to work closely together and some teachers will teach three subjects within one lesson.  Within iThink, each lesson shows the pupils relevance, for example, the Swansea rejuvenation projects, the pupils learn about the history of Swansea, the geographical importance as well as looking ethically at the diverse religion in the Swansea area.  Within iCommunicate, for vocabulary in MFL as well as Welsh it is shown in a table with Spanish, Welsh and English so that the pupils can see the cognates and false friends within the language and make links.  Pupils show initiative and question these similarities effectively.  This demonstrates the ability the school has to managing with diverse changes and is a strength of the collaborative culture which exists at School X.  Due to the curriculum reform the school has a new staffing structure, so it allows for a wider breadth of ‘managers’ so that there is a person in charge of Digital Literacy, Health and Wellbeing as well as Welsh Baccalaureate. 

Data wise there is no data on the effectiveness of the new curriculum.  The first true result of the success of this curriculum will be seen in 2021, where these pupils will have had the iLearn curriculum from Year 7 and will be able to see the impact it has had at GCSE level.  However, within the school teacher and pupils alike are reinvigorated by this new curriculum and they can have wider discussions on relevant topics.  The pupils are more engaged with the relevant topics.  For example, Year 7 pupils learning new vocabulary on nationalities and countries in Spanish.  The starter activity for the lesson was a scenario about whether they considered themselves Welsh, British, or European.  Each pupil was engaged in the task and came up with mature answers and reasons.  It gives the pupil context within a topic thus creating a deeper understanding on the topic as well as the pupils becoming ethically informed.  

The National curriculum for Wales was first introduce through the Education Reform Act 1988, which gave Wales their own curriculum, placing emphasis on the history of Wales, the Welsh language as well as English and Maths (Owens, 1996). However, the curriculum was designed with no consultation from Welsh bodies (G.E. Jones, 1990).  It could be said therefore, that schools had a framework and a criteria to judge their success (Owens, 1996).  

In recent times, it could be suggested that the current system is no longer sufficient in meeting the needs of young people in Wales (Donaldson, 2015).  Donaldson also implies that the curriculum has developed to be out-dated, complicated, and overloaded (2015). 

The OECD stated that due to the results of 2012 PISA tests, the quality, and future of education in Wales had been debated, therefore coming to the consensus for the need to reform education in Wales.  The Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) is an international survey that measures academic achievements of pupil’s aged fifteen in sixty five countries.   From the 2012 assessment, the ranking of Wales was lower than England, Scotland, and Northern Ireland in all of the three domains, (PISA 2012).  Since 2009; the ranking of Wales has fallen, in all domains and the score for Maths and Science has decreased by 4 points and 5 points respectively, (PISA, 2012).  However, Profesor Kreiner has suggested the scaling model of PISA can affect the attainment of PISA (2011).  

The critical report by the OECD raised awareness in the low attainment of literacy and numeracy within Wales, (2014).  The results of 2009 were the catalyst for education in Wales, (2014).  This report has suggested that the professional skills of teachers needs to be improved in order to meet the needs of individualized learners as well as using quality formative assessment to support learners effectively, (2014).  

The national curriculum had changed very little since its implementation in 1988, a time before the wide use of the internet, advances in technology as well as globalization, which all plays part in the way we live and work today, (Lewis, 2015).  Professor Donaldson was brought in to look independently at the Welsh curriculum and the assessment arrangements in Wales (Lewis, 2015).   In Successful Futures, a reform for the National Curriculum of Wales would provide consistency for the development of the curriculum; uphold coherence and progression in learning (2015).   The new curriculum has four purposes for young people; these are ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; and healthy, confident individuals., (Donaldson, 2015).  

Within this reform, the New Curriculum will adopt areas of learning.  This is to provide a cohesive context for achieving the purposes as well as using different ways of thinking and implementing knowledge, (Donaldson, 2015).  These will be split into six areas; expressive arts; health and well being; humanities; language, literacy and communication; mathematics and numeracy; and science and technology (Donaldson, 2015).  These are suggested for the organization of learning, as well as making links across the breadth of learning and utilizing different aspects to relating issues, (Donaldson, 2015).  

[bookmark: _GoBack]There has been a notion of criticism of the new curriculum.  There is concern by the Samaritans that the emotional and mental health of young people could be outsourced, (Samaritans, 2018).  Rather than health and well being being addressed on it own, it is an issue that will be address throughout the six areas of learning, although, basic mental health training is not taught throughout the Initial Teacher Training, (Samaritans, 2018).  Therefore there cannot be an expectation for teachers to effectively teach pupils about mental health issues if they are not equipped with the correct information, (Samaritans, 2018).  

There are similarities between the New Curriculum in Wales, and the current Australian Curriculum.  It could be said that for the Australian curriculum, is that it is a crowded curriculum, thus making it difficult to formulate the ideal timetable, (Facchinetti, 2015).  This in short, could potentially add concern to give each area enough time. 

 The Association of School and College Leaders (ASCL) has strongly supported Successful Futures (ASCL, 2018).  However, the ASCL have concerns over the gap in the readiness between Pioneer schools and others who are not and could potentially feel as they are left waiting, thus unapprised, (ASCL, 2018).  Another concern of the ASCL is that the New Curriculum is vastly different to the current curriculum; and as such some schools have not fully understood its methodology, (ASCL, 2018).  

However, Newton has said that teachers will need more training in order to comprehensibly and effectively integrate these initiatives into their teaching (2018).  Although; with this new freedom, teachers at Pioneer Schools view it as an opportunity to make the curriculum relevant and engaging to the learners, (Newton, 2018).  Teachers at Pioneer School also felt that under the flexibility of the New Curriculum and the opportunity to use more appropriate content; that pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds would benefit (Newton, 2018).  

There has also been criticism from the Welsh Local Government Association (WLGA) and the Association of Directors of Education in Wales (ADEW).  They believe that the new curriculum was weakly outlined, generic, and poor on skill development and knowledge, (Lewis, 2019).   They believe that the individual teacher’s knowledge and experience will be depended on as opposed to a right defined by the curriculum, (Lewis, 2019).  It has been implied that pupils without strong familial support will be the students that would miss out most,(Lewis, 2019).  A concern that they point out is that MFL are referred to as other languages, rather than being explicitly identified this has the potential to undermine their importance within the curriculum (Lewis, 2019).  

Global Futures was brought out in conjunction with Successful Futures to promote and improve the performance of MFL in Wales, (Welsh Government, 2015).  The aim is for Wales to become a Bilingual plus one nation; which means that pupils will study English, Welsh and one or more modern foreign language, (Welsh Government, 2015).  However, according to recent surveys with Language Trends, 37% report that Brexit has created negative connotations towards the study of MFL, (British Council, 2018).  Also, pupils who attend schools from deprived areas are less likely to have the opportunity to take part in school trips, (British council, 2018).  They also suggest that many MFL teachers believe that they are unsupported by senior management to promote MFL and that they are teaching at the borders of the curriculum, (British Council, 2018).  However, there is hope that with the new curriculum, that Welsh, English, and MFL will start to create structure where there will be collaboration of overlaps; but MFL teachers could feel like the ‘poor relations,’(British Council, 2018). 

In an Estyn report, MFL is the second lowest level of attainment within the national curriculum in Wales (Estyn, 2016).  At Key Stage 3, pupils often make mistakes with pronunciation, and this leads to Key Stage 4 where the pupils cannot speak the language with adequate fluency; therefore learning paragraphs by heat (Estyn, 2016).  The report suggests that an issue is that in the majority of schools, pupils have three hours per fortnight, which is less than the recommended two hours a week by Estyn, (Estyn, 2016).  

Potentially, the next steps for School X will depend on the GCSE results come 2021 so that a full comparison can be made.  With the iLearn curriculum, even though there is great mention of the four purposes, in future, there needs to be more emphasis that each pupil knows what these are.  In the coming months the use of progression steps will be used in order to progress in each learning area and will be used explicitly in the classroom.  These should be assessed within the context of the year group and the relevant subject; the teachers also must use a ‘best fit’ approach with regards to these.   The top progression step should get the pupils to think independently of the teacher and use a high level of skill whereas the bottom progression step is with substantial teacher support so it is allowing the pupils to be able to work independently of the teacher.  Each of the progression steps has categories for each of the four learning purposes.  Each subject within the learning area must be able to show these four purposes therefore a more contextualised lesson.  

The recommendation from the Estyn Report of School X is that effective questioning techniques are used consistently in order to challenge the thinking of the learner and to deepen their understanding, (2018).  Questions that actively engage students in the learning process best supports critical thinking, (Snyder and Snyder, 2008).  These questions depend on the pupils evaluating the clarity and accuracy of their thinking and the depth of their thinking, (Snyder and Snyder, 2008).  Thus there needs to be a increase in the use of effective questioning and allowing the pupils to critically think for themselves.  This could include a range of questions progressing in difficulty and in different languages.  The aim is that the pupils evaluate their response.  

School X could improve the use of Digital Competence across the learning areas.  Although School X has Chromebooks they can use during lessons, there is a lack of using Digital Competence for Assessment for Learning.  Using certain quiz websites are quick and efficient ways to test the knowledge of pupils during a lesson and will give teachers data on the performance of each pupil.  The difficulty is that the use of mobile phones during the school day is against school policy; and to load the Chromebooks to the relevant website is not time efficient.  There is a need to come to a compromise for this because it could potentially lead to more efficient workload for teachers and also a more interactive way of assessing pupils in the middle of the lesson.   

In conclusion, the new curriculum allows teachers to have the freedom to plan a curriculum that is more relevant which will improve standards to meet the needs within a more coherent framework of expectation, (Donaldson, 2015).  The implementation of the iLearn curriculum in School X allow the pupils to be engaged in a relevant curriculum where they can become ambitious, capable learners and where they learn the skills of evaluation, (Donaldson, 2015).  For teachers, the curriculum will feel less like a prescription but something where they have the opportunity to push their pupils.  In the SDP, School X has fully integrated Donaldson’s curriculum into school life, and has allowed pupils to be happier with the feedback that they receive in school. (School X, n.d.).  On the other had there has been doubt on the effectiveness of the new curriculum.  In general, some believe that there will be greater emphasis on the knowledge of the teacher rather than the curriculum itself therefore creating inconsistencies nationally.  Looking at MFL, in School X pupils only receive three hours per fortnight of lesson whereas Estyn recommend four hours per fortnight, if there was an increase in the amount of time schools have MFL lessons, it could increase the knowledge of the language with regards to grammar and pronunciation which in turn would improve fluency as well as results at GCSE level.  However, School X is thriving under the Donaldson curriculum, has taken the four purposes, and intertwined them into the teaching of the learning areas.  This prepares pupils for the future with essential life and work skills.  Each subject takes ownership on improving numeracy, literacy, and digital competency skills as well as engaging within the Welsh culture.  Pupils are supported to become independent thinkers through teacher guidance and questioning, this helps school X to better meet the aspirations and needs of young people today in Wales.  
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