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ECSP6001 Investigating Contemporary Issues in Secondary Higher Education
Scarlett Daniel
1803657

In this document I will look to discuss a potential action plan for a secondary school. We will cover the basics regarding the majority of contemporary issues in secondary higher education and see which specific areas the school in question could improve upon and the best ways to go about it. Knowles (2018) categorises some of the issues currently causing concern in Wales specifically: Government policies and spending, assessment and attainment statistics, school reform, health and child development, education and the curriculum and what we will be predominantly focusing on today, technology and its links with education. All of these issues are equally important and deserve attention and focus, however we will be narrowing them down into specific areas that I believe could use further inspection.
The School I will be referring to throughout this document will be classified as School X for not only ethical reasons, but also to help retain confidentiality (BERA, 2011). It is an English medium secondary school (ages 11- 19) with 1252 pupils.  It is a faith school and promotes a strong Christian Ethos. Its average of free school meals is 8.3% which is significantly lower than the national average (ages 5-15) presented in the annual School Census results (2018) which is 17.4%. With English as an additional language, as of 2018, School X is far below average for its local authority once again with the average being 9.4 % and School X’s being 3.5%. The percentage of students in School X who have achieved a Level 2 threshold (qualifications equivalent to 5 A* - C GCSE’S including English or Welsh as a first language and Maths) is 84.4% as of 2017, a staggering difference between the local authority average of 58.5%. This information was collected from Mylocalschool.wales.gov.uk.
It is clear to see that School X is currently setting very high standards, and that a lot of the contemporary issues mentioned earlier are not really relevant, however we will look into the school’s development plans and decipher what issues need to be addressed.
In school X there are several key categories referred to throughout the school improvement plan. The school has an overall expectation of excellence demanded from their staff and students, which is clear throughout and is demonstrated from the statistics we covered earlier. The topics in the SIP include ‘Teaching for learning’, which references its principles of excellence that are echoed throughout the entire school on a regular basis. This also covers its high quality of learning and the desire to challenge the students so they reach their maximum potential. This is the area in which literacy and numeracy come into and they are mentioned as still being monitored and worked upon frequently. They also have ‘Ethos for learning’ which incorporates several elements of the religious themes within the school, including promoting a strong Christian ethos within learning and practices and encouraging spiritual development. It does also include overall physical and mental wellbeing being monitored. Finally, they have ‘Achievement and standards’ which facilitates once again reaching the excellent standards put forth, retaining a high attendance rate and also, what we will be referencing most throughout the report, the need to indoctrinate and prepare the students for life in the 21st century. 
Within the school improvement plan (SIP), there is little mention of Literacy, numeracy or digital competency. It is referred to within ‘Teaching for Learning’ as something which teachers should be equipped with to incorporate into teaching further, but it does not expand on this point or refer to how the school is looking to facilitate this. There is also no mention of incorporating the use of Welsh language within either the SIP or the Departmental Plan. 
Although not the focus of this document, the importance of the Cwricwlwm Cymreig in schools is crucial and not to be ignored. As outlined in the Developing the Cwricwlwm Cymreig (2003), it stresses the importance of not only the Welsh Language in education but also Welsh culture. 
A Curriculum Cymreig helps pupils to understand and celebrate the distinctive quality of living and learning in Wales in the twenty-first century, to identify their own sense of Welshness and to feel a heightened sense of belonging to their local community and country (P.2)
It's a vital part of a student’s development in Wales to understand their heritage and create a sense of pride in their surroundings and culture. In Successful Futures (2015), Donaldson further elaborates on the importance of Cwricwlwm Cymreig ‘The cultural, cognitive and practical benefits of learning Welsh as a living language provide a strong case for its inclusion as a compulsory element in the school curriculum’ (P.57). This is something that I also believe could be improved upon in School X, as there is little mention of it in the SIP and from general observation it is not something generally practiced or incorporated. 
 In School X there are ‘champion’ roles for certain frameworks. There are literacy, numeracy and digital competency champions who put together sessions to collaborate on ways to effectively action these frameworks within other subjects. This could be something that could be utilised for Cwricwlwm Cymreig. From observation, it is apparent that these champion’s efforts are considerably effective, and specifically the numeracy champion’s work and delivered sessions seem to be successful in integrating numeracy into other subjects. 
Our main area of analysis in this document will be digital competency and its role within the school. In School X, there have been a few attempts made by the digital competency champion to help incorporate the DCF into all subjects. In autumn term 2017 there was training on how to assimilate visualizers into classrooms. This was a large step into bringing classrooms more into the 21st century and helping facilitate with tasks such as demonstrations, which could be quite challenging in a particularly large class. More recently, School X’s digital champion initiated templates for specific years; this template helps break down the 4 strands into 6 individual topics. They were as follows:
- Safely and successfully work together in different contexts and situations?
- Source, search and assess information?
- Collect and manipulate or model data?
- Use algorithms to arrive at solutions? Use ICT to demonstrate processes?
- Use both formal and informal methods of communication?
-Create original content using a wide range of multimedia components across contexts for a variety of purposes?
These different strands help differentiate between the year groups and also the different abilities for each section. This is definitely a good first step in regards to helping the DCF become more accessible to teachers. However it has only just gone live and from professional conversation with the digital champion, there has been some discontent with other members of staff on how to execute it in the classroom.
The Art department’s improvement plan goes into further detail regarding their strategies to achieve the goals set out by the whole SIP. Echoing the SIP, there is again a focus on achieving ‘excellence’ within the department. It refers to going on ‘learning walks’ to broaden ideas relating to learning environments and visible progress and incorporating new marking techniques to help support literacy. There are short references to digital competency, including using digital competency to support strategies for literacy, and to a lesser extent, numeracy. 
What I will be putting forward in this action plan is a discussion surrounding the importance of digital competency in education and why I believe School X could improve upon its current strategies to further embed digital competency within its learning. As mentioned earlier, the Digital Competency Framework (DCF) is mentioned very briefly within the Art departmental plan and even less so in the SIP. I believe this in itself proves that it is an area that needs to be developed. This is especially key when we look at the school’s initiative to indoctrinate the students for life within the 21st century.
In the Digital Competence Framework Guidance, the importance of being digitally literate and aware are stated clearly. It is outlined that digital competency ‘is essential for learners if they are to be informed, capable and have the potential to be successful in today’s society’ (p. 2). This links specifically in with the SIP where it is highlighted that the students needed to be prepared for life in the 21st century. With technology becoming such a vital and ever-growing part of society, it is absolutely essential that we equip students and young people with the ability to navigate their way through it. These ideas are echoed throughout Donaldson’s report Successful Futures (2015), which will be referenced throughout this plan and has influenced many of the ideas brought up in this discussion. In this report, Donaldson states:

Our children and young people already inhabit a digital world and their personal, social and educational lives are increasingly intertwined with technology in various, rapidly changing forms. Full participation in modern society and the workplace already demands increasingly high levels of digital competence and that process can only continue into a future that we cannot imagine.  (P. 108).

 This is particularly key when considering the current curriculum and how it must be adapted to prevent it from becoming outdated. Technology has advanced significantly, and it is important for schools to keep growing and facilitating the changes to remain relevant. Jewitt (2006) discusses the issues this can raise in a school setting, ‘‘rather depressingly there is plenty of evidence that schools continue to find it problematic to incorporate new technology into the curriculum’ (P.6). We will be looking into the potential reasons for this lack of enthusiasm and why it appears to be ‘problematic’ in this report. 

[bookmark: _Hlk535249355]So what does the Digital Competency Framework outline for educators to incorporate into teaching and school life? Crucially, in the report Successful Futures by Donaldson (2015), it outlines that, ‘Digital competence plays an increasingly powerful role in the lives of children and young people, for communication, networking, information, leisure and entertainment as well as for an increasing range of transactions and educational applications.’ (p. 41). This is again relevant to the SIP in school X which discusses trying to make the students capable members of 21st century society. In this regard the SIP is correct and up to date with its plans for progress, however there does appear to be some obscurity on how to achieve this.  Furthermore, it categorises the elements of the framework into four strands; 
· Citizenship. 
· Interacting and collaborating. 
· Producing. 
· Data and computational thinking

This helps to break down what is meant by digital competency further and gives more clarification, as I believe the exact meaning of what digital competency is, is something that can be confused within the school setting. In literature it is often intertwined with Information and Communication Technology (ICT), and there is a general consensus (particularly in School X) is that it is the same thing as Information Technology (IT). However, The DCF guidance clearly states:
Digital competence should not be confused with information and communication technology (ICT)… It focuses on developing digital skills which can be applied to a wide range of subjects and scenarios that are transferrable to the world of work. (P.1)

 	This is relevant as it appears in School X that these two things are often interchangeable and confused. Literature written prior to the DCF being released in 2016 demonstrates a misunderstanding of the different strands. Loveless (2001) wrote ‘‘there is much discussion about whether information technology (IT) is a subject in its own right, or a description of the tools and resources used to support the teaching and learning of other subjects in the curriculum (ICT)’ (P.67). Although the idea of including ICT across all different subjects certainly will help digital competency and is again important to keep the school environment current and not outdated, it is clear here that even back in 2001 when this was written, the schools were becoming aware that we needed more guidance and structure regarding the digital and technology driven world we were growing into.  Another example of this is Ager (2000) writing ‘the important issue to bear in mind is that a child sitting in front of a computer and interacting with it is not necessarily developing ICT skills or techniques.’(P.10). This again addresses the issues that some schools present in which they believe simply using technology promotes digital competency. From observation and professional discussion, this is something that has been witnessed within School X also.

The actual DCF guidance describes the four categories as frameworks that can help facilitate a child’s learning and prepare them for the modern-day workforce and overall life. With the ‘Citizen’ strand of the DCF guidance, it is intended to enable to a student to grow into a contributing member of digital society. The guidance states;
‘The focus of this strand is on learners developing the skills needed to contribute positively to the digital world around them… so that they are prepared to encounter the positive and negative aspects of being a digital citizen’ (P.5)
This strand, along with ‘Data and Computational thinking’ can also help inform students of the risks of the digital age and how to use data effectively and safely. Along with this, the guidance reminds us that ‘Storing and sharing has become an essential part of our lives’ and advises educators to remind students on how to store and ‘share data appropriately’.
Within school X there are certain subjects which try and incorporate digital competency, including the art department in which it has been observed frequently. They facilitate the use of the visualizer most lessons and frequently embrace digital software to aid the learning, such as ThingLink and Microsoft Teams. These are both interactive methods of getting information across to students. However it is not transferred throughout all departments and could be immersed into subjects much more. In the February 2018 ESTYN report for school X, it states ‘However, they do not develop their higher order ICT skills progressively in subjects apart from ICT itself.’ (P.5). Although this does not specifically refer to digital competency, it is clear that the schools use of technology and references to the digital capabilities is limited. 
	From speaking with the Digital Competency champion within School X, it is stated that there have been attempts made to try and include more teaching based on data and computational skills. The implementation of using Microsoft Teams as a way to share information with students had been brought up frequently and encouraged greatly, however only a handful of teachers are currently using it. Teams allows students to engage with a safe, secure sharing platform and can also be used as a tool to encourage professionalism online. It is pivotal in regards to future employment that students understand the need to be careful about sensitive information that is placed online, and this is something that could be covered by any subjects in School X, however it is not.  In an article on Business News Daily in 2018, it is stated ‘According to a 2018 CareerBuilder survey, 70 percent of employers use social media to screen candidates during the hiring process, and about 43 percent of employers use social media to check on current employees’. The only subject in School X covering any topics related to citizenship or any of the other strands in digital competency is PSE, but this is limited to internet safety and does not go into much depth. 
	When trying to understand where the reluctance to incorporate digital competency into teaching, it is important to look at a variety of factors.  Carrington and Robinson (2009) suggest it could be from a lack of confidence from teachers themselves. They discuss the implications of how ‘some pupils are more experienced or confident than the teacher’ regarding technological advances. They go on to state ‘[With] new technology children tend to be more experiences and adaptable… Teachers do need to be prepared to learn from pupils and value their experimentation.’ (P.108) This could perhaps suggest that maybe further implementation of teacher training or inset days could provide additional support and help boost the confidence of teachers. Once again however it is important to recognise here that incorporating digital competency does not always mean using the latest technologies and gadgets. Carrington and Robinson (2009) state ‘As educators, we need to see what young people are already doing, so that we can build on their existing practices and knowledge,’ (P.21). It is well established that most schools are slow to pick up on the quickly growing technology and digital world that we now live in, with Carrington and Robinson (2009) calling the technology and digital opportunities available in schools being somewhat ‘uncomfortable’(P.3). Furthermore, Jewitt (2006) also comments on this:
When at home [children] are usually engaged in more challenging and innovative uses of new technologies than they are in school. The kind of technologies that are usually available at home and school are also different. (P.5)
Therefore, it becomes clear that we must continue to implement further change and training to educators to help incorporate these digital skills into education so that children and young people can learn about it in an official capacity. This brings us full circle regarding School X and the need to incorporate more digital competency throughout the subjects. As Ager (2000) states ‘‘ICT must be used across the curriculum, in the same way that a pen and pencil are used in most subject areas. What we have now is a much more flexible tool which can greatly enhance the learning experience’ (P.15). This again reiterates the knowledge that digital technologies are no longer just the ‘future’ and are very much a tool of right now and we should be implementing them in education. It also comments on how exciting the prospects of technology in the classroom can be, as it brings teachers endless possibilities to constitute new learning. Digital competency should be something that is enthused about, rather than dreaded. 
In order to bring about change and incorporate the ideas discussed so far, it is important that we acknowledge the role strategic planning will play in implementing these changes. In Creating the Future: Strategic Planning for Schools by ERCA it is stated that ‘The concept of strategic planning can be traced back to the military arena as early as the Greek city-states in the fifth century BC’ (P.1). Its significance rose in businesses and it soon became a pivotal role in educational reform.  It continues by stating ‘strategy is necessary to identify and execute actions that will lead to the realization of the desired future’ (P.1).
This brings us onto how we go about implementing changes in School X to embody digital competency further and the importance of strategic planning.  Fullan (2007) suggests ‘Change will always fail until we find some way of developing infrastructures and processes that engage teachers in developing new knowledge, skills and understandings.’(P.29). This implies that teachers are at the heart of the planning and implementation of educational change.  There are obviously a greater number stakeholders also responsible, but it is ultimately teachers delivering the changes to students and seeing the effects. There is an argument to be had that it is teachers themselves who can become the biggest barrier in regards to educational change. 
	This is an idea that Fullan (1992) discusses ‘they were saying that ‘cultivating their gardens’ was a deliberate choice to limit their universe to changing things they could control – to bits and pieces of their annual programme or of their instructional repertoire.’ (P.5). With this statement he is referring to the idea that traditionally, teachers will look only within their own classroom and not outwardly for further support or advancement. This is a theme repeated throughout his book Successful School Improvement, as he later notes;
There is evidence that teachers, much like other artists and artisans, typically stay away from one another’s workshops. Within the school building, one does not ask for spontaneously for help and one does not cavalierly offer advice. (P.13)
Although this argument is one that I don’t particularly agree with. It seems like a slightly outdated idea that teachers are ‘stubborn’ or not inclined to help each other with their work and ideas. This is certainly not something that was witnessed in School X, where they frequently share best practice and are encouraged to do so. Its would appear that this stance has changed significantly in recent years with the rise of the internet, specifically the launch of Hwb, a platform for teachers and educators to share their resources that launched in 2014. Hayward (2012), Chair of the initiative writes;
‘[Hwb] will provide the culture, support, infrastructure and resources to inspire teachers and learners to develop what they need – the vision, competencies, skills and knowledge – to be creators and active participants in the fast-changing digital landscape around us. It will help improve educational standards, prepare learners for life and careers, and support the Welsh economy.’ (P.2)

The launch of Hwb has been a massive leap in terms of productivity and the effectiveness on educational reform and this is certainly the direction in which educational reform should be looking to continue down. Most academics agree that in order to solidify change, it is important that teachers embrace it. Fullan (2009) states ‘the only way we can accomplish the changes we need is through intense focus on improving classroom practice.’ This is however not the same as simply increasing the teachers training and support, although this certainly would help. Fullan (1992) also states ‘By getting more instruction, we may not necessarily get more learning’ (P.30). This is important to keep in mind when it comes to implementing further digital competency within School X. 
What does strategic planning actually mean? Kuka, Talevski and Pejchinovska (2018) Suggest
it is more than the act of simply ‘planning change’ as its name suggests.  
The notion of strategic management is based on the definition of “strategic planning”, where although “planning” is a prelude for strategic management, it is not itself enough unless it is followed by the preparation and implementation of the plan, as well as the evaluation of the plan in action. (P.167)
From this we can suggest that strategic planning is a mechanism in which educational change, of any size, is something that not only takes careful planning, but also that needs to be carried out and then evaluated and tested. In Creating the Future: Strategic Planning for Schools, it states that strategic planning is a ‘cyclical process that, through consistent monitoring and realignment with strategically agreed-upon values and goals, is continually implemented, evaluated, and revised’ (P.2). This process is used to allow reflection and gives those who actioned the changes an opportunity to improve upon the strategy to further enhance learning.  It is the process of taking corrective action and continuously looking to embrace the change which will contribute to the strategic planning being successful. As stated by Fullan (2007), ‘In other words, changes in beliefs and understanding are the foundation of achieving lasting reform’ (P.37). This is suggesting that in order for the planning to work and achieve longevity, there needs to be enthusiasm regarding the change and a full understanding of what is being implemented. 
The focus of change that we would like to suggest in School X is about gathering an understanding of what digital competency actually means and how it relates to the SIP.  This lack of comprehension is relevant to not only the students but also evident within the staff. From observation and discussions with staff at the school, it appears there is a disconnect between what digital competency entails and how it can be employed throughout different subjects. A focus should be placed on moving the onus from subjects such as I.T. to fulfil the DCF strands and instead be combined throughout other subjects where the strands fit into everyday learning, such as PSE, Science, Maths and even Art and Design. It should not be difficult to incorporate computational thinking into any subject, as the Digital Competency Framework Guidance (2006) reminds us ‘Computational thinking is a combination of scientific enquiry, problem solving and thinking skills; it is not thinking like or about computers…Before learners can use computers to solve problems, they must first understand the problems and methods of solving them.’(P.6).
	With this in mind, problem solving and thinking skills are elements that should already be targeted for achievement thanks to Literacy and Numeracy frameworks already in place. Combining these goals in lesson planning and discussing these subjects in lessons should be one of the first steps forward to help incorporate more of digital competency throughout the school. Use of specific vocabulary regarding digital competency should also look to be involved more throughout learning and school’s day to day life with phrases such as citizenship, computational thinking, data, collaborating and producing being regularly used. By incorporating these sayings and vocabulary into our everyday teaching, the students will become accustomed to the language and it will allow further exploration of digital competency to be achieved with ease. 
	When it comes to actioning certain strands, such as ‘interacting and collaborating’, this should also be very attainable in a lesson setting, as students are (generally speaking) already collaborating and interacting with one another with group work. Incorporating the DCF strands simply means bringing students attention to the idea that the skills we use when working with others, for example, on a project, should be transferred to the digital world in the same manner. In School X, there are certain teachers who are trying to boost this particular skill specifically with the use of Microsoft Teams, however it could be strengthened by further teachers looking to implement similar applications, whether it is Microsoft Teams or Google Classroom. 
In conclusion, it is evident from the research put forth in this document that trying to include more aspects of the Digital Competency Framework is vital in today’s society. We are living in a digital world that will only continue to grow and become more advanced as time progresses, so as educators we are required to not only keep up with it and be prepared for its advancements, but also be inspired by it and how it can enhance our learning. All of the elements and support for engaging with the DCF strands are available and it’s simply the case of putting them to good use and educating teachers and students how to utilize it.  Through careful, considered and ambitious strategic planning it can greatly increase the students in School X’s capabilities when it comes to being a digital citizen. As mentioned at the beginning of this document, School X is evidently capable of achieving high standards, it is just a case of focusing that hard work and attention on digital competency, because as School X’s improvement plan states, they are looking primarily to develop these students into accomplished, intelligent and fully immersed citizens in this 21st century, digital world. 
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