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1.


This essay sets out to examine long and short-term strategic planning and management mechanisms in secondary education today. I will assess the strategies employed by schools and whether these enhance and improve the teaching and learning experience as required and expected. These strategic planning mechanisms are more often than not in line with national priorities and issues identified by the Government (Ong, 2016, Bryson, 1995). Additionally, Estyn reports and guidelines often determine areas for improvement which are then echoed in planning. I will discuss these further later. Further on in the essay I will assess School A’s School Improvement Plan (see appendices 1) and the progress it has made so far regarding its Estyn inspired and self-evaluated targets. I will then suggest an action plan with reference to current research and literature on next possible steps. Strategic planning is largely considered fundamental to the management of schools in order to enrich the curriculum, embed frameworks & advance assessment.

School Context

School A is a reputable and Estyn (2018) rated ‘Excellent’ school, with it also being listed as one of the best schools in Wales according to national media (walesonline, 2019). School A is an English medium mixed gender secondary (ages 11-19) school in the West Swansea, South Wales area (Mylocalschool.wales.gov.uk, 2019). School A is a large school, and there are approximately 1,700 learners when the thriving sixth form is also taken into account. School A is also a pioneer school and is thus in the process of implementing and embedding the new Donaldson curriculum. The school is thus on active route to an improved system of teaching and learning and advancing faster than others in terms of actualising curriculum changes in Wales. 

Approximately 6.5% of learners are eligible for free school meals (FSM). This is well below the national average of learners eligible (Welsh Assembly Government, 2019), and although not an extensive issue in the school it is still significant and thus strategies must be in place to enhance teaching and learning for this minority. The school also has a low number of learners with special educational needs (SEN) (12%) compared to the national average, however there are still provisions in place for these learners and a specific unit designed for the needs of SEN learners. 

School A is an increasingly diverse secondary school for the area, with one quarter of learners coming from ethnic minority backgrounds (Estyn, 2018). This is also reflected in the number of learners with English as an additional language in the school (EAL), being 20% of the student population. Being an English medium school, Welsh is used sparsely in the classroom on a day to day basis and seems oriented towards more of a novelty. 

The School Improvement Plan

The departmental improvement plan was unavailable to me at the time of writing this report, and thus I will be working from, and regularly making mention to, the school improvement plan (see appendices 1). This plan includes strategic planning for a three year and one-year period. I will also be briefly referring to the predominantly positive Estyn review which took place in 2018 throughout this report. 

School A’s school improvement plan (SIP) is a well-structured, seemingly chronological and thoughtful plan for improvement and enrichment in all aspects of school life. It provides a timeline, contextual information regarding learner data, targets for learners and school strategy, funding available, progress to date, appraisals and reviews. It is therefore a working document that should be updated regularly as changes occur and there is evidence of this in the document. 

It is unclear whether there is a top down or bottom up method (Billingham, 2012) being used in terms of the improvement plan at School A. However, there is clear internal accountability of multiple individuals equated to each target or area for improvement and accountability towards the Governing body. Thus, creating responsibilities at different levels. There is also consideration towards communication between stakeholders at different levels (including teaching assistants and learning managers), and leaders are expected to drive change. In fact, they use a distributive leadership model (Harris, 2014). Additionally, the main areas for improvement themselves seem comprehensive and refer to guidelines and reviews. 

The main areas identified for improvement at School A include decreasing attendance and exclusion rates, progressing literacy and numeracy in reference to the frameworks (2014), and improving standards at KS5 and across all the sciences. Another main improvement in the SIP includes continuing to embed the Donaldson curriculum and promoting the four purposes he advises (Donaldson, 2015), and improving literacy and numeracy across all six areas of learning would also feed into this. There is also a strategy to embed the school’s own approach to assessment in line with this document. These targets are directly linked to School A being a pioneer school in Wales and following the Donaldson approach. A considerable amount of collaborative work with other organisations is planned for in order to improve the curriculum, and the sharing of strategies and ideas of excellence is employed. Strategies are put in place all targets for classroom and administrative levels using different techniques. 

The SIP also includes extensive success criteria and observable actions referring to standards which are reviewed often, and progress towards advancement is indicated. Improvement and success at School A according to the SIP (see appendices 1) is measured by adhering to guidelines and reviews. For example, attendance has been advised to be at the 95.6% mark, therefore this is a clear success criterion. However, there are more subjective targets such as enhancing the new curriculum, it is unclear how this would be realistically measured. Regarding the Donaldson (2015) curriculum targets directly, success is measured by observing the culture of learning in school and through work scrutiny and these also seem a little more subjective. Sessions for professional development for staff is also presented and scheduled in advance as much as possible. Policy reviews such as data protection, equality, performance management and other administrative duties are also planned strategically. 

What’s the Point in Strategic Planning?

Moving on from School A’s individual school improvement plan or SIP, the practice of strategic planning and management to which it associates are often regarded as key to successful self-evaluating schools (Wallace, 1999, Ong, 2016). Furthermore, studies have shown that the development of strategic thinking and planning improves practice (Bryson, 1995). Therefore, it seems obvious that schools should have strategic plans in place for opportunities of betterment. Notwithstanding the fact that schools are regularly reviewed and assessed on where they are currently and where they need or aim to be by regulators such as Ofsted and Estyn. However, Hopkins (2000) states that the evidence base for strategic planning in education are weak lacking, and thus it is unclear on how to strategically plan in the most effect way possible, but experience helps. 

Originally practiced in the business sector (Billingham 2012), strategic planning in education includes its own distinct theories and models according to priorities. However, this does not mean it is without its limitations and issues. In fact, Giles (1995) found that there was a damaging effect when schools were first required to formulate their own strategic plans and initiatives in the late 1980’s, and there can be issues regarding resources and remaining realistic but challenged (Bryson, 1995). In fact, funding itself is an often-neglected part of strategic planning for improvement. Furthermore, West-Burnham (1994) found that there was a trend to oversimply issues and improvements which was hazardous. 

Research has also indicated that strategic planning enables schools to identify aims (O’Brien, 1991), improve outcomes for learners and encourages communication between stakeholders (Preedy 2003). However, there should be long and short-term goals in successful school improvement plans according to Preedy (2003), and there should be a focus on turning key polices and recommendations into actions and clarifying vision and ethos (Collins & Nichols, 2018). Furthermore, data should be collected and analysed before change (Collins & Nichols 2018). Lickert scales, surveys and feedback from focus groups could also improve the strategic planning process. However, Collins (2001) has suggested that organisation must face unbiased good and bad realities before a decision is made. Furthermore, maintaining positive aspects and improving negative ones can be a challenge (Day et al, 2001). 

As previously mentioned, the Government usually set standards and there could be issues with it or other authorities' (such as Estyn’s) recommendations not fitting with the school’s original mission. Additionally, Slavin (1998) found that some organisations are more open to others, and he described the different levels as ‘seed, brick and sand’. This suggests that some schools and organisations would have to undergo fundamental and core changes, in order for improvements to be made to the school system. Bush & Coleman (2000) also suggest that the size of the organisation can be problematic. Furthermore, schools do hold the convention of being turbulent environments, so planning should be reviewed frequently to remain relevant. 

Improvement does not come over night, and it has been theorised that successful strategic planning usually comes in three different phases; initialising the change, beginning to implement it into school life & institutionalising it to bring embedded change (Fullan, 1997). Fullan also echoed earlier studies by Berman & McLaughlin (1976) in that the initiation process and the way in which it is completed that can have a detrimental affect later stages of the change process. Furthermore, Ferrara (2000) came to a similar conclusion. The research therefore suggests that when we do strategically plan, the initiation must be thoroughly examined and developed before a decision is made to begin implementation. This is perhaps because a thorough amount of planning makes improvements seem manageable and clarify reasoning. Then, we can to try and embed change. Furthermore, change and strategic management usually are planned one year ahead and three years ahead to account for change in standards or circumstance (Bush & Coleman 2000). 

It has been suggested that school development requires an accountability and responsibility system at different levels (Bush and Coleman, 2000, Threadaway, 2015). Preedy (2003) has insisted upon the management of accountability as important, and every member of staff should be involved and engaged in planning. Additionally, Ong (2016) suggests that planning should also be a community effort, with strong collaboration networks, which is a view supported by Krenek (2018). This could suggest that the more stakeholders are involved in the process the more commitment and investment. they have to it. Moreover, Smith et al (1997) found that teachers who were involved in planning were more likely to understand the change and implement the process. This may be also suggest that more discussion about change and strategically planning it improves long-term results. Estyn

For strategic planning to be useful in education, success criteria for measuring improvement itself should be concise, clear and measurable or observable (Ong, 2016). Additionally, strategic planning can be an effective tool for the enhancement of teaching and learning with strong leadership that motivates and drives change to institution (Bush and Coleman, 2000). In agreement, Grey et al (1999) also found strong leadership direction significant in the practice. Wallace (1999) also emphasises the importance of research when strategically planning in education. Therefore, strategic planning is fundamentally important to schools when change is initiated and implemented with care. 

Area for Improvement: The Donaldson Curriculum

Throughout the next sections of this report I have chosen to assess the implementation of the new Donaldson (2015) curriculum at School A, or their interpretation of it, and I will go into this in more detail later. Being a pioneer school in Wales it is fitting that this curriculum target or area for improvement is so embedded within the SIP and relates to all departmental improvement plans also, and there are numerous considerations to take into account with a target this significant. The thought processes behind school A’s iLearn curriculum encompasses the ideals of Donaldson’s review. For example, subjects being arranged into new areas of learning in groupings (e.g. iThink is humanities, iCreate the expressive arts etc.). Additionally, the iLearn curriculum, which is currently being taken up by all KS3 years at school A right now, is reviewed regularly. 

A key priority in the SIP is to continue to enhance the new curriculum and provide learners with opportunities and experiences to meet the ‘four purposes’ defined in Donaldson’s report. Furthermore, In School A’s Estyn report Donaldson like language and purposes were also used. This emphasises how much weight and priority are being put into the new curriculum at School A. There also seems to be clear evidence of thinking ahead with the school's own approach to assessment being developed after consulting research, again being strongly linked to Donaldson. The topic of collaboration is also significant in the SIP, especially effective practice with other pioneer schools. 

The Donaldson (2015) recommendations for the new curriculum in Wales also strongly support the school's improvement, and it is a seemingly two-way process. Finance is also provided to School A for its research and practice in the new curriculum, and data is seemingly exchanged, thus ensuring a multilevel of support. 

Success criteria for improving the development area are also available and clear, and in line with Donaldson’s report focuses on meeting the needs and engaging a range of learners. There is also a strong link made to the learning culture of the school, and it is discernible that research is central to the ethos and vales of School A. Furthermore, staff at different levels are tasked with adapting curriculum content, as recommended by Donaldson. 

What the Literature Says

The Welsh Assembly Government have outlined that effectively beginning to implement the new curriculum is vital right now for schools (who they desire to become learning organisations, (Welsh Assembly Government 2018)) in Wales in its own strategic plan for education (Welsh Assembly Government, 2017). Its action plan references the Donaldson report (2015) in prevalently in themes and ethos. It requires higher standards and expectations in education, in order to create successful future learners. However, it has not been a completely smooth process and there have been some challenges putting the theoretical knowledge into practice and some aspects of progress have been limited (BBC News, 2017). Conversely, Estyn (2017) have emphasised the need for faster progress considering pioneer schools have had opportunities to reflect on practices. 

There are also issues of pioneer schools being unclear of what is expected of them, thus suggesting the roll out of the new curriculum was not strategically planned effectively enough on a national level. Furthermore, this could influence how the school itself deals with the status and responsibility. This could also suggest poor leadership, poor guidance or poor communication between stakeholders, and thus it would not be a surprise if School A was not having some issues. Therefore, implementing this new curriculum may be a focus for School A amongst others for years to come in order to embed it, and referenced to in SIP and Estyn reports. Additionally, Estyn (2017) notes that the new curriculum reform will be a balancing act of the national priorities and expert and research studies. The connotations of ‘balancing’ here suggest that embedding the new curriculum will not be an easy process. Furthermore, there have already been reports of delays in rolling out the new curriculum (Lewis, 2017). It has become now, perhaps more than ever increasingly important to keep up to date with school reform as an educator in Wales (Wilson, 2018). However, the freedom the new curriculum brings to education could be an issue, although Pioneer schools usually view this as a benefit (Newton, 2018). 

The Welsh Assembly document also references Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes often such as creating resilient and ambitious learners. Therefore, there is a drive towards the new curriculum in policy and higher levels and the Welsh Assembly Government are accepting of Donaldson’s transformative curriculum. This is also echoed in the government document ‘A Curriculum for Wales: A curriculum for Life’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2015). The goals are to ultimately have a self-improving and evaluating school system. However, some have claimed that the reviewed curriculum derives from the poor performance of Wales in PISA tests and similar examinations (Lemke & Zhu, 2018). Additionally, there were reports identifying that Wales was falling behind the rest of the UK in these tests. Lemke and Zhu (2018) are also critical of Donaldson’s lack of time for creative play in the curriculum and issues surrounding child rights. 

Improving assessment and uses of data are also identified as its areas for improvement in government (2017) documents and the (2015) Donaldson review. Furthermore, there is guidance on how to cope with the significant change available, with reference to strategically planning processes and changes to assessment (Wilson & Miller, 2018). Additionally, more and more guidance is developing through time and effort on part of pioneer schools. However, studies show that learners themselves do not consider this to be an area for improvement (Power, 2015)

An issue suggested regarding the Donaldson curriculum implies that many curriculum changes fail to meet ALN learner needs, and they are put in the background (SNAP Cymru, 2015). However, Donaldson (2015) emphasises inclusivity and appropriate challenge for all. The new curriculum will also include cross-curricular responsibilities; digital competency, numeracy and literacy. 

Donaldson’s (2015) recommendation regarding promoting Welsh further in schools is also welcomed by the Welsh Government. This view is supported by Hopwood (2019) who further suggests that all levels of language must be accounted for. Furthermore, the authentic contexts of schemes of work may lead to a greater sense of belonging (Hopwood, 2019). However, Jones (2018) suggests that Welsh should not be refrained by Donaldson's limiting terms but be engaged with in a broader context. 

Current Performance

School A is responding well to change and has familiarised itself with Successful Futures and its objectives thoroughly. This may in part be down to its reputation and ‘Excellent’ rating for its Estyn 2018 inspection. This connotes strong leadership effective and experienced teachers. School A are constantly working collaboratively with each other innovators and professionals and other learning organisations in order to share best practice, ideas and perhaps even struggles on being a pioneer school and implementing a new curriculum. The amount of considerable research Scool A produces has been applauded by Estyn in its 2018 report.This has been recommended by Estyn in order to encourage ownership (Estyn, 2017). This has also been suggested to improve the change implementation process (Learning area managers work below senior management in order to reinforce strong leadership driving positive results). This follows research on how to implement the change process as collaboration is key. They review lesson content and ensure authentic contexts designed to engage Gen Z. 

The current year nine learners will be the first to receive all their KS3 education through a Successful Futures lens and interpretation. Some may argue that this will now be confusing for these learners as they go on to study for their GCSE’s, however Donaldson (2015) has focused on the skills that each learning area can bring to pupils and not subject content alone. School A have also put other measures in place to help the transition for these year nine learners, such as taster lessons for all the GCSE subjects they may choose to study. I view this as positively adapting to change and problem solving and fixing issues before they are engrained is good strategic planning. 

The school uses several different strategies for improvement, with some being referred to in the SIP (See appendices 1).Researched is carried out frequently regarding the Donaldson curriculum and how to improve its deployment at school A. 

The Donaldson curriculum is becoming increasingly institutionalised at School A, with the four purposes even being referred to in behaviour management strategies and assemblies often. 

Next Steps

I will now suggest some next steps, or plan of action for School A which may not have been previously considered or overlooked. Firstly, I will look at what Donaldson himself recommended (2015) and how this is put into practice in different levels of the school. The four purposes could be further embedded in terms of wellbeing and health at School A, as this is not something I have witnessed, however it would fit with the for purposes Donaldson proposes. Importantly, it is important for continued reviews of teaching and learning in regard to the new curriculum to take place as planned. Additionally, I suggest ensuring not to oversimplify aims and objectives such as ‘enhance learning’ as this can be detrimental (West-Burnham, 1994). Another suggestion is to keep communication constant and clear with all members of staff. As Bush and Coleman (2000) have suggested that larger organisations can be more difficult to change. 

Secondly, I suggest that learning organisers make fully available the school's specific approach to assessment to learners themselves and parents and guardians. I have viewed this material myself for research purposes, however I have not seen it referenced to in the classroom on a day to day basis or in conversations with learners. It could be useful to share it as it is important for all stakeholders to understand the change and its implementation as discussed above. School A should also review accountability regularly as Estyn (2017) proposes. 

As previously mentioned, Donaldson requires the Welsh language and culture to be further promoted in Wales, and school A bases a significant amount of its content around the six learning areas around the local area, and Wales in general. However, this is not at the expense of understanding global issues and perspectives. Conversely, the Welsh language is not promoted as much as it could be, with little classroom Welsh being observed. School A could hold additional meetings in order to refresh the welsh language in staff and justify its importance in line with Donaldson’s (2015) aims and the Welsh Governments aim to increase the number of people fluent in Welsh by 2050 (Welsh Assembly Government, 2003). Furthermore, assemblies could include Welsh as well as basis things such as lesson objectives on boards. In fairness, I have witnessed several staff using the Welsh date which is positive. Promoting the language will in turn promote the culture and vice versa. 

School A should do more to celebrate its journey so far as a pioneer school with parents and the wider community. For example, through more email correspondence and website news. This could foster a sense of responsibility and enthusiasm across the community. However, School A does work in partnership with other schools, including a local primary to engrain Donaldson values from an early which is important. Support staff could also be used more comprehensively in order to make effective time of embedding the four purposes. 

I would suggest that School A continue to use a distributive leadership model (Harries, 2014) in its strategic planning as this seems to work well in the confines. Additionally, continuing to work on the SIP as extensively as previously done and keeping up to date with access available to staff is recommended. 

In conclusion, the ability to effectively strategically plan to improve areas of learners in the education setting is invaluable. This is provided that the initiation process was well structured and though through. If goals are clear and defined, success criteria are measurable, and leadership is strong, schools can enhance teaching and learning and ultimately improve the pupil experience. Collaborative efforts at all levels with driven leadership is required to fully implement and embed change in a turbulent environment such as schools. However, objectives must not be uncomplicated and should be agreed upon beforehand. 

School A have made great efforts in implementing the new curriculum meaningfully at their school and context. School A’s ability to adapt to this change rigorously and ambitiously is admirable, and improvement is sure to follow with the right processes of review which it currently already has in place. As always there are areas for improvement, such as further engaging learners in authentic contexts. Food for thought may also be how an English medium school in Wales will improve the promotion of the Welsh language as the Donaldson (2015) review recommends, and there is scope for improvement in even as basic classroom instruction Welsh being used further. 
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Appendices.

Please see appendices 1.
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