The quality of a country’s education system has a vast impact on its future. Every child should be entitled access to a well-rounded and enriching education as a minimum, in order to develop from opportunities and contribute successfully to the growth of society, and for their own well-being.  It is pertinent to ensure that schools can meet the needs of all learners, and not just a select few for this to be feasible. Defining a long-term support strategy that can be used collectively is key to promoting improvement within our education system.   The focus of this paper is detailing the planned improvement of literacy skills within secondary schools and a range of strategies currently employed to raise standards across Wales. There is a large focus on literacy levels and improving skills has become a key aim of Welsh Government over recent years, which has culminated in the introduction of a new statutory literacy and numeracy framework (LNF) as a support tool for assessment and evaluation in secondary education. The LNF is a cross-curricular tool that must be executed and incorporated into all schemes of work across all subject areas in Welsh schools. As part of an intervention programme, it is now encouraged that teachers in Welsh secondary schools, regardless of subject or specialism consider themselves teachers of literacy and numeracy as a strategy for improving performance of learners with low skill levels.
Improving literacy skills is particularly important during early years of secondary school and should form a fundamental part of the right to an education (ref). The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), in conjunction with the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted) describes the overall idea of literacy as having the ability to communicate effectively, underpinned by competent and age-appropriate reading and writing skills. Therefore, literacy can be measured by three aspects: reading, writing and oracy.  
In “Improving Schools in Wales: an OECD Perspective” (2014), Schleicher states that the Welsh education system has “a high proportion of low performers, with schools unable to respond to the learning needs of all their students.” The report was published following initial reform efforts in response to the disappointing attainment results published by PISA (Programme of International Student Assessment) in 2009. PISA is the international surveying body which evaluates worldwide education systems by measuring attainment levels of 15-year olds across several categories such as mathematics, science and literacy. Assessment takes place triennially and since its first participation in 2006, Wales’ performance has been significantly lower than the OECD average in literacy (Bradshaw et al., 2010). When compared with the rest of the United Kingdom, Wales falls short and is outperformed by England, Scotland and Ireland, which demonstrate similar mean scores for reading (BBC, 2016). Bradshaw et al. cite the reasons for this shortfall as: lack of positive attitudes towards reading from participants, with a “high proportion of pupils only reading if they had to” and participants more likely to read newspapers or magazines than fiction or nonfiction books. Schleicher, on the other hand attributes Wales’ poor performance more to the lack of clarity in educational policies and weak implementation strategies and stresses the need to improve the long-term quality of education in Wales. This is reinforced by Ann Keane, once Chief Inspector of Training and Education in Wales, who states that the disappointing performance “raises many questions about our education system” and the extent to which our compulsory education equips learners with the skills needed for adult life. Andrews (2011) further argues the point that the education system in Wales is failing to deliver and leaves school leavers disadvantaged and without basic employability skills. He goes on to note the frustrations that employers feel when faced with the lack of literacy and numeracy skills of prospective employees, even those who hold formal GCSE qualifications in English and Mathematics.   
The PISA assessment programme can be considered a quality measure of a country’s education system as it tests core skills embedded within a national curriculum. Estyn, a governing body responsible for the inspection and regulation of education and training in Wales, now places a large focus on literacy during inspections in a commitment made in 2013 as it had previously reported many pupils were starting secondary school without basic literacy and numeracy skills. However, an Estyn report published in 2015 acknowledged that, even though teachers have an improved awareness of the need to develop literacy and numeracy, standards of pupils’ literacy remain the same as they were prior to the introduction of LNF (Estyn, 2015), with forty percent of transitioning pupils having a reading age lower than their actual age. This is reflected in data collected on adults from the National Survey of Adult Skills in Wales (Welsh Government, 2010), showing that 1 in 6 adults still struggle with reading and writing and do not reach the Level 1 of basic literacy skills. A lack of these basic skills holds a person back at every stage of learning; from succeeding at school to becoming part of the job market and supporting their own child’s learning later in life.  Research by the National Literacy Trust shows that attitude to reading and writing also impact ability, with children who own a book 15 times more likely to read above the level expected for their age compared to others (National Literacy Trust, 2017). Low levels of literacy therefore impact every aspect of society and it is in the national interest to put interventions in place to raise standards as early as possible (ref). 
Another issue to arise is the gender disparity between boys and girls across all year groups in the national curriculum, which according to Millard can be attributed to exposure to reading at home and positive thoughts associated with learning to read (Millard, 1997). In 2013, Welsh Government introduced statutory literacy and numeracy testing for all children aged between 7 and 14. These tests occur annually and give standardised scores to show progress of individual learners. Results published for 2018 show that girls outperform boys in reading tests across all year groups with a larger proportion of girls achieving a score of greater than 115 (National Reading and Numeracy Test Results, 2018). Millard reports the perception that reading is largely a female activity, with mothers consistently recorded as the key influence in the early stages of learning. Significantly more girls recalled more memories about books they had read in childhood and reported learning to read as easy, compared to boys.  
The LNF is a curriculum planning tool that has replaced the non-statutory Skills Framework (Learning Wales, 2014), which according to Estyn was not influential enough. The idea of the LNF is that teachers of all year groups across all schools in Wales integrate literacy and numeracy into lesson planning, making literacy a cross-curricular expectation, with two main purposes. The LNF strives to ensure that elements of literacy and numeracy are embedded within the entire curriculum so that national standards and expectations for each key stage are delivered to pupils. Information gleaned by Lai et al., (2014) from several global studies suggests that early intervention of literacy does not always dictate performance of future literacy, which undermines the guidance of the Welsh Government which recommended introducing the LNF in Foundation Phase to raise the bar of Welsh pupils’ attainment. Ref also stresses the importance of literacy intervention during early years, which goes on to affect their performances at secondary school.  The second purpose is to provide teachers and school-based staff with support and development so that they can effectively deliver and embed literacy into the core of the subject lessons.  The view of the Welsh Government in providing a robust planning tool such as this, was that pupils’ attainment at Key Stages would improve. Despite the implementation of the LNF across Wales, a 2015 interim report by Estyn reported that currently there is little improvement in pupils’ attainment levels (Estyn, 2015). This is reflected by the latest PISA results published in 2015 (PISA National Report, 2015), in which Wales’ average score for reading has remained steady since 2006 (477 in 2015 compared to 481 in 2006). Not unusual in these findings is that girls achieve higher average reading scores than boys. 
The structure for the literacy framework is subdivided into components, strands, elements, and finally aspects, for each of the three core skills covered: reading, writing and oracy. Estyn has described the delivery of the framework as a “recalibration of the curriculum” and in the process set up the National Support Programme (NSP) which administers guidance and training to help incorporate the LNF into schools, such as within schemes of work. Whilst the introduction of the LNF has been scaffolded, a report published by Estyn in 2012 suggests that teachers “need to coordinate better their plans for developing pupils’ skills across the school” (Estyn, 2012). The number of opportunities for pupils to write independently in subjects other than English and Modern Foreign Languages (MFL) also shows that the link between embedding literacy and other subjects still needs improvement.     
The strand of writing within the literacy framework incorporates several aspects. As well as writing accurate, well-structured texts, the standard of handwriting and the use of language, grammar and punctuation is also an integral element (Learning Wales, 2014). Extended writing can be defined as communicating effectively and coherently, an idea in a written form. This is a skill that is pertinent to many subjects, not only English but to science and MFL as well. The National Literacy Trust encourages teachers of all subjects to include themselves as teachers of literacy and suggests that staff with this mindset observe far greater progress by their pupils (National Literacy Trust, 2018). 
Reading is a skill that has been emphasised previously by Estyn (2012) and Ofsted (2011) as a reason for underperformance in Welsh schools. Although average scores for reading have remained stable during PISA testing since 2006, as of 2015 many countries have caught up or surpassed Wales. Coupled with this is the relatively low skills of the top 10 percent of achieving pupils in Wales; currently only Turkey, Mexico and Chile have PISA reading scores of the top 10 percent which are lower than in Wales (PISA National Report, 2015). Many pupils in Wales arrive at secondary school with a reading age of nine years and six months, and do not catch up with their peers (BBC, 2012). These pupils start their academic careers at a disadvantage and without intervention have a lower level of access to the curriculum. As these pupils move through the education system, they are less likely to reach their potential across all subjects, including science. The ability to read and access texts underpins our education system and the wider world; making sense of new and difficult information, summarising information and using reading techniques such as scan reading. 
In summary, possessing a good standard of literacy is key to learning and allows learners access to all aspects of the curriculum. In 2008 the National Literacy Trust published a report documenting the relationship between literacy and several aspects of a person, including economic well-being, aspirations and mental health. According to the Literacy Trust, a higher standard of literacy improves pupils’ behaviour because of increased self-esteem and motivation to achieve in school across all subject areas (Ofsted, 2011).   
School Experience 
For purposes of anonymity, the school discussed within this report will be referred to as School Y. School Y is an English-medium 11-16 maintained school in the Neath Port Talbot Local Authority. As of 2018, there were almost 800 pupils on roll, with around 19% of these eligible for free school meals. Pupils at this school span the full range of ability and the percentage of children with additional learning needs is approximately 23%. Only just over 5% of pupils speak English as an additional language, with nearly all these pupils considered fluent English speakers.
School Y Improvement Plan Overview 
The main priorities outlined in the most recently available School Improvement Plan (SIP) relate to increasing pupils’ resilience within the learning environment, improving the quality of extended writing, and improving pupils’ numeracy skills. School Y identifies that pupils are likely to encounter pastoral difficulties which may give rise to academic setbacks. In order to tackle resilience towards learning the school has developed a wellbeing team to give regular support and guidance in the development of skills and application to different areas of learning. To paraphrase Kirsty Williams AM, this application of skills teaches children to be resilient and apply themselves to a range of challenges.  
In 2014 Estyn recommended that School Y increase the number of opportunities for pupils to develop their extended writing skills, across all areas of the curriculum in order to strengthen literacy development. Many pupils within the school join with a language deficit which directly impacts their ability and quality of writing. Almost one quarter of pupils live in the 20 percent most deprived areas of Wales, which the National Literacy Trust says could be an indicator of ability. Coming from a deprived area means that children are more likely to be disadvantaged at home, where they may have contact with a narrow field of vocabulary or limited access to books and literature, with only 1.9 percent of children who do not own a book reading above their expected age level (National Literacy Trust, (2017). The result is that many children within the school write with grammatical inaccuracy and have a small vocabulary range to draw upon. Along with this, some children struggle to organise and plan their ideas when completing extended writing pieces.
The focus to improve numeracy within School Y is to teach pupils to apply previously learnt numerical skills to new situations. For example, many children struggle with interpreting or reading graphs, or rearranging equations in lessons that require these skills such as science but can apply these skills during mathematics. Having said this, some lower ability children struggle to interpret even basic numbers.  
Strategic Planning 
Changes to education systems and the way schools are expected to operate occur often. However, the challenges come because changes in policy are not easily equated to changes in practice within schools (Balci et al., 2009). Strategic planning is an internal analysis tool used by schools to identify actions that will lead to improved performance and quality. It is a constantly changing, dynamic framework that outlines a centre’s goals and objectives needed to be met in order to achieve their vision. Strategic planning is a cyclical process which relies upon continual implementation and evaluation of strategies in response to shifting environments (ECRA Group, 2015). This is mirrored in J.M. Bryson’s views strategic planning: “To deliver the best results, strategic planning requires broad yet effective information gathering, development and exploration of alternatives, and an emphasis on future implications of present decisions” (Bryson, 2011). 
Strategic planning encourages effective school management and is a pivotal tool for addressing educational reforms such as the introduction of LNF to the classroom level. Strategic planning is a preventative measure rather than a reactive measure and guides the focus of school leadership towards more effective teaching and learning (ECRA Group, 2015). Not only does it raise awareness for the need to embed literacy within all subject disciplines, it ensures schools work in unison to achieve the activities set out by the plan (Linde, 2001). School Y has chosen to implement their strategic planning with a focus on improving quality of pupils’ writing across all areas of the curriculum and within all subjects. This allows for a focussed allocation and streamlining of school resources, to ensure that teachers of all subjects are delivering the same ethos within lessons.
Several strategies have been utilised by the school to meet the recommendations from the last inspection report. School Y has incorporated some of the national and local priorities regarding literacy improvement and is taking steps to integrate the framework across the school and curriculum. To meet the literacy requirements set out by the LNF, School Y has appointed a Literacy Coordinator to oversee strategies to successfully embed literacy skills within all schemes of work. The appointed individual is a member of the English department with expertise in the area of literacy improvement and development. 
Literacy Planning       
School Y’s departmental improvement plan (DIP) also highlights the need for literacy improvements in science. The overall judgement for KS4 has been defined as “good” within the self-evaluation report, with many pupils (>60%) achieving two Level 2 GCSE grades. This is despite the fact most pupils only have adequate skills for literacy. Most students require additional support to complete reading and writing tasks in science, which influences their ability to perform independently in examinations and controlled assessments at KS4. This is evidenced in pupils’ performance in QER (quality of extended response) questions. Improving literacy strategies to increase exposure to extended writing and allowing for more practice of these question types would equip pupils with the confidence needed to tackle QER questions and thus address one of the key priorities of the School Improvement Plan.     
Curriculum Mapping 
Whole school strategies resulting from the SIP have been introduced to ensure all children are given equal opportunities to improve their standard of literacy across the curriculum. The first stage of strategic management within School Y was curriculum mapping. All departments within School Y were asked to identify where literacy development was taking place within their schemes of work, and how they focussed on improvement. The data was collated in a cross-departmental manner to ensure that all strands of the literacy framework were being addressed across the curriculum, with any deficit areas noted. From this information a school literacy policy has been developed, detailing whole school strategies and resources for raising the bar on literacy standards.  
The Literacy Coordinator is responsible for ensuring that standards of literacy and literacy education amongst staff are adequate. Regular literacy drop-in sessions are available to staff for Continued Professional Development (CPD). Using the cross-departmental data collected the Literacy Coordinator populated information sheets for each subject to show staff the importance of literacy within their own field. The information cards highlight key areas and question types within the GCSE specification that rely heavily on strong reading and writing skills, as opposed to subject knowledge alone, with key points covering the use of subject-specific vocabulary and ability to respond to Tier 2 question types e.g. “analyse”, “discuss”, and reading and understanding of a range of questions. The information cards also outline the different responses required for extended writing questions, from low level questions such as “summarise” and “describe” to “explain” and “discuss”. 
The use of the information cards and level of literacy strategies incorporated into lessons is tracked, with at least one piece of extended writing incorporated into the schemes of work per term, within each subject discipline.
VIPERS
One reading strategy that the school has implemented successfully is “VIPERS”. VIPERS depicts the key comprehension skills required to be both consistent with the Literacy Framework and with many curriculum subjects at Key Stage 3: Vocabulary, Infer, Predict, Explain, Retrieve, Summarise (The Literacy Shed, 2019). It is thought that having a good foundation of vocabulary is the cornerstone of comprehension (k5 Chalkbox, 2019, School Y’s Literacy Handbook). As well as applying VIPERS to teaching everyday vocabulary, it can also apply to teaching academic and subject-specific vocabulary. School Y implements this in three ways: explaining the meaning of new words and relating vocabulary to more familiar words. One example of this in science is relating the term “organelle”, which means “tiny organ” or microstructure within a cell, back to what pupils already know and understand by the term organ. Ensuring that pupils have a good grasp of words is key to improving understanding and improving levels of literacy across the whole school. 
Another strategy is that of pre-teaching vocabulary, particularly tier 2 and 3 words which are not encountered in every day conversations by children. These are words that are subject-specific or those found in academic texts. Not all pupils will experience the same difficulties with vocabulary however some children can find texts overwhelming when packed with tier 2 vocabulary. Pre-teaching even a proportion of these words makes the text more accessible to pupils and therefore more effective at improving verbal reasoning. Part of this strategy incorporates teaching word parts. Research published by Kieffer and Lesaux (2007), suggests that pupils with a developed understanding and stronger reading skills break down words into meaningful parts teacher “knowledge of root words, prefixes and suffixes goes a long way”. 
The science department in school Y also uses word maps and embeds them as part of day-to-day lessons. The word maps are an effective tool because it introduces thoroughly new terminology to be used throughout the lesson and scheme of work. Students are taught to understand the morphology of words, for example whether it is a verb or noun, which can aid understanding when the word is written in context of a piece of text. Students are asked to identify words that have a similar meaning and relate to every day words which can help when remembering the definition of a new word. Explicitly teaching new words in terms of syllables, prefixes and suffixes is a valued technique when introducing vocabulary. In this way, students use word parts to recognise unfamiliar or unusual words and construct meaning from them which strengthens reading skills (k5 Chalkbox, 2019).            
Form Time Activities  
As well as ensuring that extended writing is compulsory across the curriculum, from September 2018 there has been a drive to include literacy development with the use of form time activities. Form time takes place from 8:30am – 8:55am every morning and is providing students the time they need to focus on developing literacy. Each day focusses on a different area of learning, and one day a week, students work quietly in literacy booklets produced by the Literacy Coordinator. The literacy booklets have been designed for whole school inclusion, from Years 7 to 11 and contain short, age-appropriate activities that focus developing areas of literacy such as vocabulary, spelling, punctuation and grammar. This can be beneficial to all age groups, as it focusses their form time on helpful learning activities and makes apparent to pupils and form tutors where areas of intervention are needed. The inclusive idea of the literacy drive is positive because it provides baseline data. This data can inform teachers of pupils’ progress, particularly those that are struggling and flag up areas where pupils are weakest across the school, such as using correct punctuation. This can then inform any intervention activities needed to raise standards, a strategy reportedly used regularly by some schools, as quoted in an article from The Guardian newspaper in 2014 (The Guardian, 2014).   
Within each form group, two literacy ambassadors have been chosen based on their Accelerated Reading scores, with the top achievers within the group chosen. The reasoning behind this was not because they are more able, but to celebrate their success and recognise their success at achieving above their personal reading targets. It is the intention that the literacy ambassadors will be viewed as role models for their peers and receive training to help fellow pupils when completing activities in class. This gives students a sense of responsibility for their own learning, which targets an additional school priority: to ensure that children are resilient and empowered learners. 
Recommendations for Actions
To summarise, the key findings show that School Y have made reasonable attempts to improve literacy of pupils across the curriculum. By collecting whole school data across all subjects and employing an expert literacy coordinator they have managed to pinpoint several areas that address the prospects of literacy improvement outlined in the most recent Estyn report.
The strategies described are still within early days of implementation and as such little improvement has been observed thus far. Verbal information received from the literacy coordinator suggests that some pupils’ struggles at School Y with comprehension tasks are evident before reaching secondary school. This impacts on the progress made as they enter Year 7 with limited vocabulary knowledge and makes the gap between those who are more able even larger. In this instance it would be beneficial for intervention to take place during primary school years, so that struggling pupils are less disadvantaged when they reach secondary school, such as a bridging programme between feeder primary schools and School Y to build a coherent literacy intervention programme. Since the last Estyn report School Y has become a 3-16 inclusive school, incorporating one of the local primary schools into the same facilities, so a bridging programme could be easily coordinated by the school. However, for this recommendation to be implemented, School Y would need to develop a team of literacy coordinators who could assist in rolling out the programme; ensuring the training of teaching staff, delivering literacy sessions and developing outreach sessions to raise awareness of the need for parents to promote reading and development of vocabulary at home. Even though the logistics of delivery of this type of programme might be eased by the fact that School Y is a 3-16 inclusive school, other considerations must be made such as time, workload and financial constraints of developing a programme of this nature. 
The form time activities put in place by the school recently are useful for focussing pupils and giving them the opportunity to work on literacy skills through comprehension and reading activities. They also allow form tutors to understand where their pupils might be struggling, and as such can provide information for a bespoke intervention on a class-by-class basis, as form classes at School Y also make up subject classes from Year 7 through to Year 9. In this instance pupils would benefit more from whole class activities rather than individual ones as some pupils may lack motivation to complete the work books, such as literacy puzzles or whole class reading which strengthens verbal reasoning skills. This would also give the form tutor a real-time understanding of where pupils are struggling with literacy. This information could be freely passed on to subject teachers and used to inform future lessons and how to target literacy development on a class by class basis. Registration time could be extended through lesson 1 for one day a week to allow a more detailed focus on developing literacy as a cross-curricular skill. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Another recommendation is that registration time could be used to energise and enthuse students by incorporating a “word of the week” initiative. This is something that is semi-implemented at School Y but needs reconsideration. At present pupils are given a Welsh “word of the week”, which they then use to answer the register, but this is not advanced any further than learning a new Welsh word, which children either often do not use or forget. To use this as a literacy development tool, pupils could be exposed to several words across the week along a similar theme. Instead of simply using the word to answer the register, form teachers could teach the word using the word maps to develop meaning in a wider effort to broaden students’ vocabulary. Students could then build up word banks and be encouraged to incorporate these new words into their work throughout the week to ensure that “word of the week” does not become a fruitless task employed simply to “fill time” but rather to focus and cement learning.           
    



     


         
                      
  
