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Investigating Contemporary Issues in Secondary Education ECSP7001
Introduction 
School Improvement Plans (SIPs) are used by school in order to prioritise changes needed to their school in order to help them improve. They are strategic plans implemented in schools and will focus of the areas of improvement specifically required by the school. These areas of improvement are usually outlined by Estyn during school inspections and are necessary to be addressed by schools in order for the school to make progress prior to the next inspection. 
This essay will outline the measures implemented in the School Improvement Plan by a school, henceforth referred to as School X, with regards to the Literacy and Numeracy Framework. 
School Context 
School X is a large, English medium comprehensive school and sixth form found in the South Wales valleys. There are approximately 1,300 learners within the school, 24% of whom have been identified as requiring Free School Meals (FSM), with 34% of learners living in the 20% most deprived areas in Wales. 
Following an inspection from Estyn in October 2015, the school was put into ‘Special Measures’ as a result of being assigned a group 4 for school standards and a D for the school’s capacity to improve. By the follow up inspection in 2017, School X was deemed to have made satisfactory or strong progress in each of the problem areas outlined during the 2015 inspection that the school was removed from special measures. However, work within the school is still ongoing. At present, School X has been placed in Standards group 2 and C for capacity to improve. 
Learner performance in Key Stages 3, 4 and 5 has been determined as within the top 50% of comparable schools in many of the indicators, with performance in the level 2 threshold improving to a degree that School X is in the top 25% of similar schools.  Following the 2017 follow up inspection, School X was placed in the ‘yellow’ support category. 
School Improvement Plan (SIP) overview 
The School Improvement Plan (SIP) (See Appendix) is a fully comprehensive plan, encompassing all of the targets laid out by Estyn in order for the school to make progress. The SIP firstly outlines the school context, including FSM student, ethnicity, staffing levels and school achievements. The SIP then goes on to outline the Whole School Performance Indicators and then gives an overview of the SIP – stating that it is a working document intended to guide the school improvement over a three year period. 
The remainder of the SIP is a table outlining all of the strategic intents, as referred to by the Estyn reports, and the how these will be assessed and tracked to ensure that the targets are being met (Figure 1). It also defines what the success criteria of each strategy will be in order to ensure that the targets are met by the school. 
[image: ]Figure 1 – Table found within the SIP outlining the priorities, strategies and other guidance for school improvement. 
Within the SIP the main areas of improvement (referred to as strategic intents) are standards, wellbeing/attitude to learning, teaching/learning experiences, care, support and guidance, and leadership and management. Each of the strategic intents has been given themes of focus and improvement which has a detailed implementation plan. 
The strategic intent of Standards has been subdivided into 
1.1 – Standards and progress overall 
1.2 – Standards and progress of specific groups and 
1.3 – Standards and progress in skills. 
These themes encompass all requirements for progress from increasing the A*-C grades at GCSE in Maths and English, improving the performance of FSM learners at KS3 and 4, reducing the gender gap and raising standards of literacy and numeracy within the school. Many of these outcomes are measurable by learner’s grades and are therefore quantifiable. With regards to literacy and numeracy, much of the evidence comes from examination of learner’s books. 
The second strategic intent has been split between 
2.1 – Wellbeing and
2.2 – Attitude to learning. 
Theme 2.1 focusses mainly on reducing absenteeism and improving learner’s attitudes towards learning and their behaviours whilst theme 2.2 focusses more towards the learner’s attitude towards learning, incorporating learner voice responses (the school’s learner feedback programme) into Departmental Improvement Plans (DIPs) and ownership of learning. Whilst 2.1 again is quantifiable as results can be seen through increased attendance rates, 2.2 is assessed by attitudes during lesson observations, data from the learner voice programme and book analysis. 
Furthermore, the strategic intent of the teaching/learning experience has been subdivided into 
3.1 – Quality of teaching
3.2 – Breadth, balance and appropriateness of the curriculum
3.3 – Provision for skills. 
Whilst theme 3.1 focusses mainly on incorporating best practice findings from current research into lessons and then reflecting on these lessons, theme 3.2 makes recommendations for bringing in aspects of ‘Successful Futures’ into the current school curriculum. Theme 3.3 mainly prioritises implementation of the Digital Competency Framework (DCF) and evaluation of literacy practices. The teaching/learning strategic intent will be assessed by carrying out action research, continuing improvement of learner’s literacy within the school and by following the guidelines outlined in the new DCF policy that will be implemented. 
The strategic intent of care, support and guidance has been broken down into 
4.1 – Tracking monitoring and the provision of learning support
4.2 – Personal development and
4.3 – Safeguarding.
These three themes encompass the improved use of data by departments, improving the quality of reports for consistency, building resilience and being responsible for their own learning and reviewing current safeguarding procedures. This will be assessed through more accurate grade predictions, an increase in accountability by each department for their data, improved consistency across the board with regards to the writing of reports and alterations of Programmes of Learning (PoL) by departments when areas of weakness are identified in comparison to national averages. 
Finally, the strategic intent of leadership and management was broken down into the themes of 
5.1 – Quality and effectiveness of leaders and managers
5.2 – Self-evaluation processes and improvement planning
5.3 – Professional learning and 
5.4 – Use of resources. 
These themes provide many methods of improvement, including reviewing all school policies and CPD provisions, creation and implementation of a new Additional Learning Needs (ALN) code and reduction of deficit by improved budgeting within School X. These improvements can be assessed by the reduction of the deficit, consistency within the DIPs and the awareness of staff of the new ALN guidelines. 
This is only a brief overview of the planned improvements within the SIP (Appendix 1.1), which goes into much greater detail 


The Value of Strategic Planning
Strategic planning is a method of planning used by both non-profit and commercial organisations in which deliberate and educated approaches to implementing decisions are outlined by managers and leaders to define what an organisation is, what it does and what it aims to do (Bryson, 2018). For many years, it has been understood that the method of formal planning provided better results than both no planning and informal planning (Armstrong, 1982). 
During the 2015 Estyn inspection of School X, comments were made by the inspectors about the organisation and management of the school, stating for example, that literacy and numeracy interventions were not well organised enough to be effective (Estyn, 2015). As a result of School X being placed into special measures following this inspection, a School Improvement Plan was implemented which resulted in the improvements in the school between 2015 and 2017. This therefore provides some evidence for the benefits of strategic planning, as Estyn (2017) stated that there was an improvement in planning procedures within School X. This improvement on performance has been linked to decisions made based on specific strategy rather than non – strategic planning (Cohen, 2001). The SIP can therefore be classed as a method of strategic planning, as the plan is founded upon the Estyn recommendations. 
Most strategic plans, such as that developed by School X, are developed as plans for 3 year aims of an organisation. They are, however, working documents that are changed and adapted to the needs of the organisation. It is important that the processes that go into developing a strategic plan are constantly reviewed to ensure they are a worthwhile document, and a process of learning (Kaplan and Bleinhocker, 2003). Whilst some are of the opinion that implementing strategic plans restrict change, when those in leadership adapt plans as and when changes in situation arise, it is found that they do still have positive effects on performance within an organisation (Anderson, 2000). 
Whilst strategic planning has been found to lead to positive change within organisations, it is also dependent upon other factors. One such study found that in addition to strategic planning leading to advancements in community organisations, there is also a dependence on management remaining consistent also (Watson-Thompson et al., 2008). Furthermore, there is evidence to support that strategic planning, due to its organised nature, may reduce the impact of creativity within organisations (Song et al., 2011), this is generally found within large, corporate firms and does not necessarily have the same impacts on individual schools. Furthermore, whilst innovative ideas are sometimes important for improving an organisation, as earlier discussed, more often than not, plans founded upon a sound knowledge base lead to a more significant improvement. 
Strategic planning can also be beneficial to financial aspects of organisations, which is important particularly to public sector organisations which often have many budget restrictions. There is a significant relationship between the implementation of an organisation’s strategic plans and financial benefits (Baker and Leidecker, 2001). This is also reflected with School X as the implementation of plans within the SIP has reduced the school’s deficit. This in turn will provide useful as that money can be put towards essential resources which have the ability to improve results within the school. 
Strategic planning is therefore an important factor with regards to the improvement of any organisation, however particularly with regards to School X in this case, it can prove essential to helping a school meet relevant targets for improvement when based upon evidence based decision from knowledgeable, consistent leadership.
How do Literacy and Numeracy correspond with the SIP? 
The Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) (Welsh Government, 2013) corresponds strongly with the School Improvement Plan as they were key issues pinpointed during the 2015 Estyn inspection of the school as in need of improvement. Although improvements have been made within the literacy and numeracy framework in School X, improvements are still needed to make these areas of strength. For this reason, literacy and numeracy targets still feature heavily within the SIP. 
The development of learner’s literacy skills mainly takes place within the school setting (Lee and Croninger, 1994), and as outlines in the 2015 Estyn report of School X, there was very little evidence within the teaching that the development of literacy was a focus. As a result of this, the quality of learner’s progress within all other subjects was substandard. In response to these comments, targets have been developed within the SIP to cover all aspects of literacy, including academic vocabulary, oracy, spelling, punctuation and grammar and reading. In the 2015 Estyn report, there was also an emphasis on learners handwriting and the presentation of their work in their books. Many of the targets within the SIP also correspond to the Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) which has been developed by the Welsh Government (2013) to ensure that issues with literacy and numeracy across the board are resolved. The LNF states that in literacy, learners should be accomplished in oracy, reading and writing, therefore the targets outlined both within the SIP and by Estyn with regards to literacy correspond with LNF (Welsh Government, 2013).  
The numeracy skills of learners within School X were deemed to be extremely weak in the 2015 Estyn report, and whilst it was noted that on an individual level, learners received help when numerical skills were weak, there was no organised help across the board and that the LNF has not been implemented sufficiently. Numeracy improvements within the SIP are in line with the LNF, which states that learners should be capable of numerical reasoning and of using number, measuring and data skills. Within the SIP, all of the competencies outlined in the LNF can be found, and methods of assessment and evaluation for each is included. One example of this is that emphasis is put on learner’s skill gap in ‘time’. In the LNF, this is an area that learners should understand by the end of year 5, however it was found to be a particular area of weakness with the learners in School X, which is why they have implemented the ‘time’ numeracy booklets for pastoral sessions during the week. 
Therefore, there is a strong relationship between literacy and numeracy, guided by the literacy and numeracy framework, and many of the targets implemented within the School Improvement Plan for School X.  
Why are literacy and numeracy important?
Despite the importance of literacy and numeracy skills always being known there has been a significant increase on the emphasis of developing these skills in recent years. In Wales there have been two reasons put forward for this. Firstly, Estyn have stated that due to the non-statutory nature of the previous Skills Framework, the development of literacy and numeracy skills were not a focus for schools (Estyn, 2012). This Skills Framework had been initially introduced as there was increasing feedback from employers that learners did not have the required transferable skills when they started in a workplace (Future Skills Wales, 2003). The importance of literacy and numeracy is therefore undeniable as all but a few employers deemed literacy and numeracy to be fundamental skills in the workplace. This is due to the fact that competencies are mainly skills based, and therefore formal education is not always the best indicator of a person’s abilities or their social development (Vera-Toscano et al., 2017).
Secondly, and most prominently for the Welsh Government, Wales’ ranking in the PISA testing was lower than their other UK counterparts. One of the primary reasons for this is that the literacy and numeracy skills of learners were not being developed fully enough under the Skills Framework. 
In response to these factors, the Welsh literacy and numeracy framework (LNF) was established. This is a statutory framework which outlines what should be incorporated within teaching in schools to meet the requirements and makes recommendations to teachers regarding how they can do this in their lessons. 
Whilst PISA has been an important factor in the development of the LNF in Wales, there is very little evidence to support that the results of these tests and GCSE results in the traditional English and Mathematics are related (Pierce, 2013). This could therefore explain why there was so little focus on literacy and numeracy whilst it was not statutory under the previous framework, as much of the emphasis on a school’s achievement has been based upon GCSE grade achievements. 
Despite this, there is a strong similarity between the PISA questions and the Quality of Extended Response (QER) questions found on GCSE science papers, which are sometimes worth up to 10% of the GCSE science paper. These questions require learners to have the ability to understand extended texts and apply that knowledge to questions on a novel situation, which is strongly impacted by a learner’s skills in literacy and numeracy. Therefore, despite the comments made by Pierce (2013), it could be argued that the literacy skills of learners do impact results in some GCSE subjects. It also suggests that these skills are necessary across the spectrum of subjects rather than just in the traditional English and Mathematics exams which are generally associated with literacy and numeracy. 
There has been an important distinction between the skills of learning to read and reading to learn, where the first is just to do with the ability to make out and understand words, whilst the latter is more important for understanding texts and learning from that text (Chall, 1983). Improving a learner’s literacy skills will therefore allow them to become proficient in understanding the function of texts, and therefore being able to apply this to different subjects to write appropriately for the subject demands (Goldman, 2012). Whilst In addition to allowing learners to approach other subjects with an increased understanding, literacy skills with regards to subject specific language has also been linked to the development of numeracy skills. One such example is that of maths language, where an understanding of the subject specific language has been found be directly related to the development of numeracy skills in learners (Hornburg et al., 2018). There is further support for this from studies in which the early development of literacy skills was linked with the development of early numeracy skill development (Purpura et al., 2011). This therefore explains why both skills have to be developed in learners, and why the Welsh Government introduced the statutory literacy and numeracy framework (LNF) which guides schools in the improvement of both of these skills simultaneously. However, whilst there was found to be a significant relationship between the use of maths language and numerical ability in children, the numerical skills significantly affected by the understanding of the subject specific language were not formal skills such as addition. The LNF specifically includes improvement to the use of number skills, of which addition would be important. Therefore, whilst there is a relationship between subject literacy and numeracy skills, if there is no relationship with regards to one of the most fundamental numerical skills, then the development of one skill should not be restricted to the development of the other. For example, a learner should not have to undergo any intervention for their numeracy skills if their weakness is with literacy skills, though it can be used as an indicative factor of potential future problems with skills development (Hornburg et al., 2018).
With regards to the development of numerical skills in learners, historically an individual with low numerical skills have been subject to decreased employment opportunities than their peers with more advanced numeracy skills (Bynner, 2002). There is also evidence to support that the abilities of learners within numeracy positively impact their benefit to the labour market more so than standard measures of achievement from education (Vignoles et al., 2011). This therefore highlights the importance of developing the numeracy skills of learners within schools, as numeracy has retained its importance with regards to employment. Furthermore, and perhaps more importantly, there is significant evidence that poor numeracy skills can negatively impact the management of chronic illnesses, such as diabetes (Kerr, 2010) and HIV/AIDS (Moore et al., 2011). Therefore, advancing a learner’s numeracy skills can have positive impacts for the quality of their life in the long term, in addition to the financial benefits from more effective treatment within NHS. 
Overall, the literature supports the fact that advancement of literacy and numeracy skills among learners in schools is beneficial for many reasons, but most importantly for the health and wellbeing of the learners themselves in the future and is therefore an important area of focus for development within schools. 
School X’s Performance 
Many of the areas of improvement outlined by Estyn from the 2015 inspection have indeed been addressed by School X. However, the issue of literacy and numeracy had only made satisfactory progress in contrast to the strong progress made in response to the other recommendations made by Estyn. Therefore, there is still work to be carried out with regards to reaching the literacy and numeracy targets for School X. 
Currently there are many strategies in place in School X in order to achieve their literacy and numeracy targets, all of which will now be evaluated. 
Firstly, across the school a scheme called think on, write on has been implemented. These are tasks set by each department which cover four lessons and include extended writing, oracy, reading and numeracy skills on a subject specific topic. These tasks are beneficial for learners as they include all of the literacy targets outlined in the LNF, in addition to using number skills. They also include rubrics for what is expected of learners for the extended writing, which whilst beneficial, in many cases learners do not use these to their full potential as they are not fully explained by the class teacher. 
[image: ]Another method used to improve literacy and numeracy is the use of subject relevant literacy and numeracy based starters at the beginning of every lesson. There is particular emphasis on trying to incorporate numeracy into traditionally non-numeracy based subjects such as history. Whilst this is beneficial for learners as they are able to transfer their literacy and numeracy skills between subjects, it is extremely difficult in some cases to make the starter activities subject specific. In the science department, it is easier to incorporate these starters, however learners should be made aware of what skill it is they are using. For example, when learners are presented with a literacy cryptogram starter (Figure 2) ask whether anyone can think of any skills they have developed from carrying out that starter activity. This will increase awareness amongst learners of their ability to transfer these skills.







Figure 2 – Example of a cryptogram starter used within the science department to introduce the topic of electric current to learners. 
Socratic smackdowns have been found to be beneficial when trying to motivate some learners (Robinson, 2016) and are in the SIP as a method of improving oracy skills. However, these have not been observed being used within the science department, when there has been opportunity to use them due to some controversial issues in science. One example of this is a think on, write on class that was carried out with year 7 classes on animals becoming endangered. Therefore, whilst these are an important tool for learners to use, as they would be particularly beneficial to learners that Estyn identified as only offering brief and underdeveloped responses (Estyn, 2015) they are not being implemented across all departments.  
Drop Everything And Read (DEAR) week happens in School X once a term, and for ten minutes at the beginning of period four every day learners are encouraged to read a book of their choice. This allocates learners the time they would not usually have to enjoy reading, which is beneficial for their literacy skills and understanding of text (Yenika-Agbaw, 1997).
Interventions are carried out routinely to ensure all learners literacy and numeracy skills are up to standard. These interventions take shape in a variety of different forms and are staggered throughout their school career as it does require some time to be taken from other subject areas. One such intervention is fresh start, where the sessions are targeted at pupils with a low reading age and focus on the learner’s ability to decode text through phonics. These sessions are ongoing until the learners progress is deemed sufficient. This is extremely beneficial for learners, as using the sounds to decode words and texts greatly improves a learner’s abilities (Snowling & Hulme, 2012). 
Another scheme within School X is named Accelerated Reader (AR) and tests learner’s ability to understand text they have just read. These tests are carried out three times a year throughout KS3 and generates the learner’s reading age. If a learner requires extra help which is indicated from the AR scheme, there is an intervention accessible to them that they will attend for half a term initially, to ensure that their reading abilities matches that of their peers. These interventions work well, and were identified as being advantageous to learners with particularly weak literacy skills (Estyn, 2015). 
Within the SIP, there is an emphasis on ensuring that all errors seen within learner’s books are picked up during marking and that learners are made aware of these errors. Whilst this is extremely beneficial for the learners, after the books have been marked and the errors made a note of, there should be a follow up session by teachers whereby learners have to pick out a number of words (these could be the words that were most commonly spelled incorrectly within the class or by each individual learner) and the learners testing themselves on those words, as currently there is no follow up to the book marking that has been observed. Stefani (1994) found that this type of self-assessment was advantageous to the learner, and so this method would help with the progression of the learner’s literacy skills. This is already done within the science department when quality of extended response (QER) GCSE questions are answered, as they are marked and redrafted by the learners to correct their errors. This needs to be carried out consistently with all spelling and grammar mistakes in learner’s books. 
These are currently the main focusses on literacy and numeracy within the SIP for School X, and many of them are based on recommendations made by Estyn. Since the 2015 school inspection by Estyn, School X has made sufficient progress with regards to literacy and numeracy (Estyn, 2017), and they believe that the school is able to make strong progress in these areas. Whilst these methods are certainly helping with regards to these targets, continuing to implement then across all departments for consistency should be an important focus for School X. 
Further Recommendations
Whilst the methods of improving literacy and numeracy within the school as previously discussed are proving to be beneficial, more can be done to accelerate the rate at which these skills are improved. 
Firstly, the initiatives implemented are all more literacy than numeracy based. There could be a greater emphasis on enhancing learner’s numeracy skills. One suggestion is to introduce a scheme similar to DEAR week, where a set amount of time from one lesson a day could be spent doing interactive maths activities. There could be a different, age specific activity for each day so teachers would have to do any additional planning, however the potential to make activities more subject specific could prove to be more beneficial. Additionally, numeracy apps could be installed on the school iPads and used for this time as they have proven to help with learning these skills (Highfield and Goodwin, 2013). Similar to the ‘time’ booklets, the numeracy skills covered in this week could be based upon areas of weakness identified during national testing.  
For each specific subject, learners could be given an extended piece of text with deliberate errors, in order for them to correct. As previously mentioned, peer marking by learners was found to be beneficial (Stefani, 1994) and so this exercise would help develop the learner’s evaluative skills within their own writing. This would be particularly beneficial with regards to the presentation of learner’s work, which was identified as in need of improvement (Estyn, 2017). It would also allow teachers to identify commonly misunderstood spelling and grammar issues, which could be targeted in future activities.
For many of the techniques used to improve learner’s literacy and numeracy skills, time is taken from other lessons to provide the intervention. There should be more of a push to incorporate these skills into lessons by each department. This will make literacy and numeracy skills seem more transferable to learners, particularly in science where scientific literacy is not understood by learners. For example, the accelerated reader tasks as discussed previously could focus on a certain concept within the subject then the learners quizzed for their understanding of that topic prior to teaching it. This could have been used when digestion was taught, for example, as learners could have been presented with an extended piece of text (simple or more advanced depending on the learners in the class) and then questioned as to what happens during each part of the process. Learners could then complete a quiz/comprehension about the text. This would help target teaching by seeing common areas of misunderstanding from the text in addition to grasping each learners level of understanding from the text they have read. This is similar to the AR but could be carried out by each department and is directly related to that subject area. In addition to complimenting the lessons, this method would also generate more data that three tests a year carried out for the AR programme. 
For many of the methods used to try and improve literacy and numeracy, there is no quantifiable assessment method. For example, in the SIP there is one improvement for oracy detailed which states that the assessment method is greater range of speech and language/presentation opportunities and increased confidence by the learners in public speaking. However, no analysis of lesson plans or teaching by management has been observed and therefore there is nothing to indicate whether learners are more comfortable with public speaking as a result of these measures. As discussed previously, use of Socratic Smackdowns across the board would help to achieve these targets, however enforcement of the SIP is required. 
Conclusion 
School X has fantastic potential and has already improved many areas of focus greatly in recent years. With a continuation of their efforts, and further targets added to the School Improvement Plan, particularly with regards to literacy and numeracy within the school, these achievements could be improved even further. To do this, the school needs to incorporate more numeracy based activities to achieve the guidelines of the LNF, and to encourage individual departments to fully embrace all of the methods of improvement recommended in the SIP. This will ensure there is consistency across departments and that the targets have the best outcome possible. 
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Cryptogram

A|B|C|D[E|F|G[H]|I [J|K|L|M[N|O|P|Q|R|S|T|U|V|W|X|Y |Z
7 % 16 2 1
E E 1 u E 1 E
26 14 26 4 13 18 16 4 4 1 1818 26 24 13 16 20 13 6 26
o o A E A 1 E
51421 2 2% 46 7 182 26 9 12 7 18 13 16 4 14 26 20
o u 1 u 1
71821 249 7 4 1618 4 1 16 13
Directions:

This puzzle s called a Cryptogram. I've always loved doing theml At the top there is a KEY that
lists all the letters from A thru Z with a box below. Each of the letters has a corresponding
number.

The bottom part contains a secret phrase. Each of the blanks has a number underneath it. Fill
in the letters that correspond to the numbers below the blanks to solve the phrase.
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