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Topic of Examination: Development of literacy skills across the curriculum
“Literacy is the first step towards freedom, towards liberation from social and economic constraints. It is the prerequisite for development, both individual and collective. It reduces poverty and inequality, creates wealth, and helps to eradicate problems of nutrition and public health.”
-Audrey Azoulay, Director-General of UNESCO, International Literacy Day, 2018.

Introduction

This report is a focus on contemporary issues within secondary education. There are a variety of issues to explore, a variety of issues that are nationally targeted in School Development Plans. However, the main focus of this report is the importance of literacy skills within secondary education. The report will focus on the School Development Plan of an English-medium comprehensive school in East Swansea, the targets, interventions and strategies put in place designed to boost literacy skills, the successes of these strategies, and ultimately, what recommendations can be put in place in order to further enhance these successes.


School Context

This report focuses on key recommendations made in the School’s 2012/2013 Estyn reports, that are still currently implemented in the School’s Development Plan. 
The comprehensive school in question (hereby referred to as school x), is an English-medium mixed school, serving the eastern side of Swansea, for pupils aged 11-16. School x has a diverse range of 953 pupils, with 28.3% of pupils entitled to Free School Meals- which is significantly higher than the National average of Wales at 16.6%. 
Of these 953 pupils, 37.9% have an Additional Learning Needs (ALN) status. This ALN status is further broken down into 23.1% of those pupils being on “School Action”, School Action covers Individual Education Plans (IEP) from medical ailments (such as diabetes) to educational support that is provided within the school. 9.9% of pupils with ALN status are on “School Action Plus”, which means that outside agencies are involved in a pupil’s IEP, in order to support the school with the pupil’s educational needs. The final 4.9% of these pupils with ALN status are statemented, which comes into force when School Action and School Action Plus have not been effective in the pupil’s educational progress, these statements ensure that the local authority take responsibility for the provisions needed to be put in place for these pupils. 
17% of pupils speak English as an additional Language (EAL) at school x and 17.9% of pupils are from Minority Ethnic Backgrounds according to the latest data from My Local School (2019).


Overview of the School Development Plan, and Department Development Plan
School x has a comprehensive development plan, centred around advancing from a “good” to “excellent” school, and how this will benefit the pupils that attend the school. These benefits will encompass their education, extra-curricular opportunities, and the availability of rich experiences, that will fall in line with Donaldson’s vision for the new curriculum. The focus of the School Development Plan (SDP) (Appendix 1) centres around the core concepts of; learning and teaching, building strong relationships built on mutual respect and developing leadership at all levels. 
The SDP is comprised of five top priorities, each with their own sub-sections that set out the targets within each priority area. 
Each development target is broken down further into; the individual aims within the target, the actions that need to be taken to achieve this, which member of staff is leading these actions, timescales for these targets to be achieved by, the success criteria and outcomes for this achievement, and how they are going to monitor and evaluate the success/level of completion of each aim. The Department Development Plan (DDP) (Appendix 2), for science, follows a similar design, and is based off of the priorities of the SDP, and how these can be incorporated in the Science Departments in order to raise standards. 
The five priorities of the SDP stem from the continuous development of the school, following recommendations made from Estyn in 2012, that were met but felt like they needed to be further built upon. The five priorities are as follows;
1. Improving the progress and outcomes in skills and knowledge of all students
2. Improve the wellbeing, attendance and attitudes to learning of all students
3. Develop an agile curriculum which supports responsive teaching and effective learning and that promotes the acquisition and development of skills and knowledge
4. Provide apposite, timely and effective care, support and guidance for all students
5. Promote effective multi-level leadership, productive collaboration, a professional culture and stronger community links
These priorities are not only designed to build on recommendations from external influences, but to incorporate the four purposes of Donaldson’s vision. 
Within Priority 1, there is a key focus on setting clear, achievable and challenging targets for pupils, that are heavily weighted on improving their literacy and numeracy skills. All of these aims centre around the good to excellent development of the status of the school. These targets do not only focus on GCSE level pupils (Years 9/10/11), and their attainment, but on the younger pupils of the school, years 7 and 8. For the younger pupils, there is a focus on getting these pupils to functional reading ages by the end of each academic year, and continuous intervention, strategies and initiatives are in place to keep challenging pupils and their abilities. 
The theme of improving literacy skills across the curriculum is a dominant feature of Priority 1, and can be seen across a multitude of aspects of school life. This theme, is consequently then seen in individual DDPs, as there is a continuous push to raise literacy standards across the school. Within the Science Department, there is a need to boost these skills by providing tasks that require them to be used while still working in a scientific context. These tasks can include extracting information from texts, extended writing and debates. 
Areas of improvement put forward in the SDP and DDP are monitored and assessed in a variety of ways, these include; learning walks, joint planning (to ensure that all members of a department, and across departments, are working towards the same goal), examination results (GCSE and non-GCSE), book scrutiny, data analysis and tracking- particularly tracking within the literacy and numeracy framework.


The Value of Strategic Planning
Strategic planning is key to the progression of any organisation’s progress, not just in a school setting. This style of planning breaks down what the goals of the organisation are, the strategies that need to be put in place, and how they are going to work in order to achieve this long-term goal (N. Nedrelid, 2016). Strategic Planning also provides the opportunity for review and measurement of the success of the aims set out within the plan, by setting out timelines they want achievements by, giving the organisation focus for what they are working towards, this is seen as a significant benefit of the strategic planning process. Additionally, by having a strategic plan in place, any questions that come up along the way can be answered by assessing the aims laid out, and if the answer will benefit end goal of what wants to be achieved. 
Strategic planning in schools has become a vital tool, in times where schools are under constant pressure for reform in order to best benefit the improved attainment of pupils, having these plans in place makes the road to reform and change much “less daunting” (C. Rutherford, 2009). By having a plan in place in a school allows staff to identify the areas in which improvement predominantly needs to be made, and lays out a clear path of how they are going to get these improvements. A complete break-down of the school’s daily life, on the path to these improvements, provides a clearer picture of the areas of focus, and distributes the aims and strategies across the school, so that it is not a sole individual’s responsibility to achieve this aims, thus relieving some of the pressure of reform. 
C. Ong (2016), from personal experience of schools around the globe, found that strategic planning was crucial for the educational successes of pupils. By having a clear, strategic plan for progress in a school, there are numerous benefits. By putting a plan such as this in place, it enables all individual’s invested in a school to see, and work towards, a clear common vision. This, in turn, will organise the school and its staff, who can see that their work is vital in working towards the bigger picture of the school’s success. These successes can then be measured by regular reviews, in a number of different approaches; ranging from attainment tracking, to pupil feedback of their educational experiences. Clear strategic plans are fundamental for improving communication across the board, not just within school staff, but with outside governors, and the wider community. So that everyone is aware of this common goal that is being strived for, in order to achieve the most integral priority, the best educational prospects for the pupils of the school. 


Topic of Examination: How it fits into the School Development Plan and Department Development Plan
For this report, the topic of discussion surrounds the improvement of literacy skills within the education of pupils at school x. This topic was selected as it heavily influences the priorities for improvement in the School Development Plan (SDP) and the Department Development Plans, which stem from key recommendations for improvement from the 2012 Estyn Report. 
Even though the SDP centres around the improvements to be made over the 2018/2019 academic year, it is still primarily dominated around the recommendations made by Estyn in their September 2012 inspection, and follow up visit in December 2013. Even though significant improvements were made by the time of the December 2013 Estyn visit, literacy skills are always an area that can be continually developed and improved as more pupils join the school each academic year. New pupils joining every year can be at varying levels of Literacy skill, and therefore it is an area that can be continually developed and built upon, with new pupils identified and strategies for improvement to be put in place. Due to the broad range of ability of pupils entering the school, this is always an element of education that will always be prevalent. 
Aim 2 of Priority 1.1 is for 90% of Year 7 pupils, and 100% of Year 8 pupils, to be of functional reading age by the end of each academic year, so that they are able to access the curriculum at all levels. In order to achieve this, there are a variety of strategies and interventions in place for general school life, and these are then further concentrated into departmental strategies, where these literacy skills are applied in contexts outside of English lessons. These departmental strategies are highlighted in Department Development Plans; such as in the Science Department, they have identified using literacy techniques in a scientific context, and development of supporting materials, such as “command word maps”, for those pupils in need of that intervention to support their writing. 
Literacy skills, including reading, writing and oracy, are always going to be important in an individual’s education, as these skills are invaluable to be carried forward in life. They will never not be necessary. Therefore, it is believed that development of these skills should always be involved in a SDP, as they will always be needed in the future. Literacy skills are not only important for an individual to be able to access the curriculum, but further on in life, these skills become vital for applying for jobs and progressing in careers. Employment North (2015), stated the top quality/skill employers are looking for are communication skills, which cover clear and effective communication through “email, verbally, with lists and phone messages”. Literacy skills underpin all communication skills, as they provide the access to this skill set. This is why Literacy skills should always be focused upon in education and SDPs, as every new set of pupils will always need help in advancing and developing these skills. 


Topic of Examination and Literature
Literacy skills are key to any individual’s education. As Y Kassam, 1994 (in M. Bromley, 2017) states, “Literacy provides access to written knowledge, and knowledge is power… literacy empowers.”; these skills, therefore, are not only vital in a pupils’ primary and secondary education, but are necessary to be carried forward into an individuals’ life. 
Literacy skills do not just cover an individual’s ability to simply read a book or magazine; they are also critical to “economic development”, including the well-being of an individual and the community they contribute to (Project Literacy, 2019). These skills, when taught to a higher standard during an individual’s developmental period of life, can be carried forward to everyday tasks, such as filling out job applications or understanding a rental agreement for a property. By having these skills developed earlier in life, they can then be used to “open doors to more… employment opportunities”, consequently meaning that poverty levels can potentially be lowered, and “chronic underemployment” can be significantly reduced (Project Literacy, 2019). 
The Stevenson University (2017) also supports this stance, in that strong literacy skills are vital for future success, not just in the basic sense of reading, writing and comprehending; but also in digital literacy. By having a “solid literacy foundation”, digital literacy skills can be developed, which play a “major role in nonverbal communication”, and promote contextual awareness, which in turn uses “cognitive and technical skills”. By boosting literacy skills in all aspects of a child’s education, in all subject areas, these skills can be built upon and gives pupils are more rounded set of tools that can be taken forward into their communities, their careers, and the world as a whole. 
Literacy skills also contribute to the four key purposes that are proposed in the Donaldson Report, as by providing individuals with the tools for success in their careers and communities, they are becoming “Ambitious, capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives”, as by having these well-developed literacy skills, they are able to comprehend and learn from any information put forward to them. They will be “ethical, informed citizens who are ready to be citizens of Wales and the world” as well as “healthy, confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society” (M. Dauncey, 2015), as they will be able to use the skills to comprehend and contribute to current events locally and in a broader sense, contributing and making a positive effect on society. By focusing on improving literacy skills across the curriculum, all pupils will have the skills needed, and potential to fulfil Donaldson’s vision of the new curriculum, by creating individuals with a fully realised set of one of the most vital skills in everyday life.  
There are very few arguments that refute the importance of literacy skills in education. Brett Hall (2014) argues that there is  the potential need for serious educational reform, arguing that schools “kill creativity”, in the sense that by forcing pupils to attend school, and learn subjects that they may not have a vested interest in, is likely to have a detrimental effect on their creativity. The article in question suggests that a more “pupil-led” curriculum, formed of studies they personally find interesting would be more beneficial to their educational growth. However, even though this article battles against the traditional schooling system, it still recognises that, in a pupil-led curriculum, they would personally recognise the importance of skills such as the use of grammar in communication. Therefore, it understands that pupils, regardless of their personal aptitudes, need to have basic foundations of literacy and numeracy under their belts in order to progress in their chosen field of study.  
Illiteracy is still a prevalent issue in today’s global society. In 2018 it was estimated that 1.05 billion people worldwide did not have the basic ability to read or write, making them fundamentally illiterate (Bridge, 2018). Further statistics showed that 56% of children in primary school “are not reaching the minimum proficiency in reading”. This is a considerable issue for pupils then moving up to secondary education, as if the basic foundations are not in place for the transition up to key stage 3, pupils are at a vast disadvantage in the ability to access the curriculum. Bridge also argues that, aside from this lack of curriculum access, these individuals are “at risk” of being excluded from being able to fully participate within their communities and societies. Illiteracy, therefore, limits and hinders individual participation in the world around them, as not having the basic ability to read and write, daily communications in an ever-changing society that is relying more on the digital written word, both personally and professionally, would not be possible for them to participate in. 
Pupils leaving primary school, lacking in the basic provisions in literacy skills, are consequently impeded when accessing secondary education. This is why it is necessary for the School Development Plan to have provisions and aims in place, that identify and target these pupils, in order for interventions to be put in place as early as possible, in order to limit the amount of time lower-ability pupils are left in a disadvantaged position. The sooner all pupils are able to access the secondary curriculum, the more advantaged they will be in gaining their qualifications, and ultimately have the ability to become a contributing member of society. 


The Performance of School x
Following an Estyn inspection in September 2012, two of the main recommendations that were made to the school were to “Improve standards in English and mathematics at key stage 4” and “Improve the co-ordination and planning for progression in developing literacy skills across the curriculum”. It was highlighted that, even though in many cases pupils could confidently contribute to class discussions, few could provide “extended and well thought out answers and opinions”. This demonstrates that at the time of this inspection, pupils had opinions regarding subject matter, however, they did not have the refined oracy skills to put these arguments and opinions forward in a logical manner. These oracy skills are part of key literacy skills, as literacy does not just cover the ability to read and write simple texts. 
The recommendations from Estyn in 2012 were re-evaluated in a follow up visit in December 2013, and found that English and Mathematics skills at key stage 4 has significantly improved from 23% in 2012 achieving grades at the level 2 threshold, to 42% in 2013. This shows that strategies put in place by school x have been successful in their progress in raising attainment grades. 
These strategies have been carried forward through the school, after intervention trials have shown significant levels of success, and implemented within the SDP. 
Priority 1.1, aim 2 strives to have 90% of Year 7 pupils and 100% of year 8 pupils at a functional reading age by the end of each academic school year. In order to achieve this, a school-wide initiative of “15 minute silent reading” during the first lesson after lunch was introduced. Not only does this prove to be an effective tool to calm and settle pupils into the lesson, but daily reading has a number of benefits on well-being and, importantly, the development of literacy skills. Lifehack.org (2018) found that there are 10 key benefits to daily reading, which include;
· Vocabulary expansion- the more exposure to new vocabulary in literature will lead to this being used in everyday life, making an individual more articulate and well-spoken, leading to more effective oracy skills. This is a particularly helpful tool to EAL students, as it has been proven that reading is vital for learning new languages (according to lifehack.org), as the exposure to the language in context will further extend their own speaking and writing fluency. 
· Better writing skills- similarly to vocabulary expansion, having this regular exposure to the written word leads to the reader taking in the techniques used, and ultimately using them in their own writing.
There is very little literature that refutes the notion of reading being beneficial to an individual’s education, some try to argue that constant reading can be detrimental to an individuals’ eyesight, however this has been disproved (MarvelOptics, 2016). 
The SDP also recognised the issue of identifying and targeting pupils whose functional reading ages are below where they should be. One strategy put in place for these pupils is “sound training” lessons (which is now progressing to Literacy Lab in school x). These sessions take targeted pupils out of some regular lessons for intensive literacy skills sessions, in no more than groups of 4. The aim of these sessions is to break down words into their individual sound syllables, and teach them through a series of games, so that when it comes to reading in an everyday sense, longer words can be easily broken down, deciphered and understood. Lexonik, who provide the sound training resources, claim that the sound training programme can raise reading ages in pupils by an average of 27 months after just 6 weeks sessions (6 hours over 2 weeks). Much like the benefits of daily reading, there is little to no evidence to dispute the effectiveness of sound training; therefore, when delivered by trained teachers, sound training is very effective for improving literacy skills in low-ability pupils. 
Within the SDP, and DDP, there is a push for literacy initiatives and tracking across all subjects. Outside of English lessons, the school implements literacy-based tasks across all subject areas. In the Science Department, there is common use of literacy comprehension tasks for pupils to extract relevant information, which not only improves their literacy skills, but also provides access to the subject-specific content. Research by Edutopia (2014) argues that the “literacy skills”, such as reading, writing and speaking, need to be continually engaged with and practiced on a daily basis. Therefore, teaching is not necessarily what is being taught (subject-specific), but how it is being taught, and this is where embracing literacy-based tasks come in. These tasks can range from simple comprehension texts, to extended writing tasks and debates. All of these can also be used as assessed pieces of work in order to track pupils progress and attainment to judge whether the necessary progress has been made and if further intervention needs to bought in. Much like the other strategies for attainment improvement in literacy, there is very little argument to refute the importance of these types learning tasks to boost literacy skills, with all literature arguing its importance, and that all teachers “must be a teacher of literacy” (M. Bromley, 2017). 
Following implementation of these, and other strategies, Estyn found that alongside the increase in pupils achieving the level 2 threshold (including English and Mathematics), standardised test data showed that ALN pupils made good progress in reading following intervention strategies. 
As literacy is a skill that will always be needed in education, and ultimately in an individuals’ later life, intervention strategies for improving literacy will always be needed in a Schools’ Development Plan. The strategies currently in place will need to be continuously implemented and improved upon as new cohorts of pupils, with their own potential weaknesses, join each academic year.


The Way Forward
While School x have made significant improvements since their September 2012 Estyn inspection, and put in a variety of strategies to improve literacy skills school-wide, there are still areas in which there are some weaknesses. 
A majority of the strategies in the SDP target cohorts as a whole, such as the 15 minute silent reading strategy for Key Stage 3 pupils (years 7 and 8), and attainment progress for GCSE pupils Years 9, 10 and 11). However, reviews from Estyn in 2013 found that in Key Stage 3, boys especially, where not developing their writing skills to a high enough standard, and there is little to no evidence in the SDP or DDP that this issue has been addressed. There is evidence in a report from the National Literacy Trust (C. Clark, 2016) that shows a significant difference in boys attitudes to writing in comparison to their female counterparts. The report focuses on the 2015 survey of 32,569 pupils, aged between 8 and 18, in a broad range of schools across the UK. Due to the vast sample size, as well as the range of socio-economic backgrounds these pupils came from, the results presented regarding attitudes to writing and literacy can be confidently trusted. Additionally, this 2015 study is compared against previous studies of the same area, dating back to 2010, which can clearly demonstrate the change or similarity in trends over the years. However, this report does not state the parameters of the previous surveys the 2015 study is being compared to (e.g. sample size, sample range, etc), and therefore comparisons should be judged with a layer of caution. 
The report into writing attitudes by the National Literacy Trust, found that there was a significant gender gap in the “enjoyment of writing” between male and female pupils, with girls enjoying writing more than their male counterparts in each survey between 2010 and 2015. A similar trend was seen in those who write daily outside of the classroom, with girls doing this more than boys each year. When comparing boys at different stages of their education, there was a significant difference in the enjoyment of writing between pupils in Key Stage 2 and Key Stage 4, with the older pupils enjoying writing much less than the younger ones. 
Therefore, in order to bridge this gap between the level of writing between male and female pupils, strategies need to be put in place to target these male pupils, in order for them to regain this enjoyment of writing once more. Alongside using strategies already in place within the school, and specifically targeting male pupils with them, intervention at a younger age seems to be key, in order to address the enjoyment difference between KS2 and KS4. The enjoyment of reading will in turn influence their enjoyment of writing, so small things such as having more appealing books for boys available within the school, for example, ones that reflect their image of themselves, or make them laugh and appeal to their sense of mischief (Ontario Education, 2004), can get them interested in reading once more, and in turn boost their literacy skills. 
Appealing to other aspects of literacy, such as digital literacy, as opposed to the traditional “reading, writing, oracy” may be another area to appeal to male pupils. This could come in the form of a “club”, either during the school day or after, that focuses on teaching the skill of writing on code (The National Literacy Trust found that 16% of male pupils used this form of writing outside of school compared to the 9.2% of female pupils), this skill would appeal to the interest in our expanding technology, while at the same time, encouraging pupils to read up and learn about this skill. This could in turn improve in class attainment, and also lead to an unknown passion in pupils that could lead to a high-paying job in this career field. 

Another area that has not been address in the SDP is the value of parental involvement. A study in China by Duan, W. et al (2018) found that parental involvement activities are very beneficial to pupils who come from families with low socioeconomic status. As this study only looks at the attainment of pupils in China, it is difficult to strictly its findings to other cultures, such as in Wales; as well as know if their standards of attainment are comparative to a UK curriculum. However, there is evidence that regardless of culture, parental involvement in a child’s education plays a significant role in literacy development (Mizzwille, 2012). 
As a large proportion of pupils at School x come from low-income families, there needs to be a push from the school to support parents, who in turn can then support their children’s educational development. By providing opportunities for parents to come to school to take skills sessions for literacy (among other subject areas), they can be equipped with the essential tools in order to help pupils with homework tasks, for example. Additionally, by making parents aware of the importance of literacy, they will hopefully encourage additional reading in the home environment, that is not necessarily school based; in turn inspiring a passion for reading for pleasure. 
By introducing this strategy, there will hopefully be more fluidity between education at home and in school.


Conclusion
School x has made significant improvement since their last Estyn inspections in 2012 and 2013, by implementing a broad range of strategies in order to enrich the literacy skills of all pupils at the school, as well as those who are not yet permanent pupils, by working with their cluster primary schools and bringing in Year 5 and 6 pupils for literacy and creative writing sessions in the library on a regular basis. 
The variety of strategies, including those that are common practice in daily school life, as well as those that target individual pupils, have worked towards increasing attainment in literacy skills year after year. As literacy is an area that needs continual work, due to each new cohort of pupils joining the school each year, all at different abilities and all presenting their own unique challenges, these strategies need to be continuously implemented, reviewed and adapted, in order to ensure that they are getting the most they can possibly get out of their pupils. 
If school x can introduce the recommendations set about above,  as well as continuing and improving upon strategies already in place in everyday school life, literacy development and attainment will increase, so that all pupils have the opportunity and access to curriculum, and ultimately better career prospects in the future. 
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Appendix 1: School Development Plan for School x
Appendix 2: Raising Standards in Science Action Plan December 2018 for School x

N.B.: Both documents have been emailed to peter.lloyd@uwtsd.ac.uk if needed for reference. 
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