


Investigating contemporary issues in secondary education


School x is located in the North West of Swansea, there are currently 885 pupils on role (school x, 2017). The school is an English medium 11-16 mixed comprehensive. With all public schools, the pupils who attend are from a mixed social community. School x receives a large proportion of students who are eligible for free school meals, according to the latest Estyn report the percentage of students who are eligible for free school meals is 16.3%. (/Esytn, 2017)  with this is being very close to the national average of 16.4% (Esytn,2017). The percentage of students with additional learning needs (ALN) is 25.9% (Esytn,2017) this is above national average of 22.9% (Esytn, 2017). The percentage of statemented pupils is also high (3.7%) compared to the national average of 2.2% in Wales. (Esytn, 2017) Although the school has a high percentage of ALN learners, the school has developed a specialist teaching facility for students with moderate to severe learning needs. This facility in school x can accommodate a maximum of  ten students. This will average out two students per year group. Although the school has a high percentage of students who have additional leaning needs and students who are entitled to free school meals it is reported in the latest Estyn report (2018)  that the school is a ‘fully inclusive school that supports its pupils well’ (Esytn, 2017). 


A Welsh school  will receive an  Eystn inspection at least once every five years. The purpose of these inspections are to provide achievable targets for the school to strive to improve upon, ‘in 2016-2017,15% of schools had excellent standards compared with an average of 12% over the period of 2010-2016’ (Chief inspector of Education and training in Wales, 2016-2017), this suggests by acting on the recommendations providing within these reports will therefore increase the standards within the school.The latest Estyn report was constructed in October 2018, the main recommendation seen from the report is to ‘improve standards of pupils literacy and numeracy across the curriculum’ (Esytn,2017). This recommendation was made due to the high percentage of students who did not achieve both their mathematics and English language  GCSE’s. The school improvement plan (SIP) states only 56.4%b of pupils achieved GCSE’s in both English language and Mathematics in 2017, compared to the schools estimated target of 65%. (school x ,2017). This is a clear indication that the school has to develop a strategy to improve and develop the pupils skills associated with these crucial subjects. Ruairí Quinn, the Minister of Education and Skills states ‘without the skills of literacy and numeracy a young person or adult is cut off from full participation in many aspects of life: they cannot perform basic tasks, such as reading or sending an e-mail’ (The national strategy to improve literacy and numeracy among children and young people, 2011-2020) therefore, in direct relation to this it is the schools obligation to strive to implement that all students can access and learn to the best of their ability, to ensure they have the skills set necessary for everyday life tasks. Without this the individual can be segregated and isolated from society, as underachievers are statistically proven to have poor quality of life, with statists suggests ‘40% of pupils who do not obtain GCSE A*- C in English and maths by the age of 16. Worse still, 90% of those who don’t reach this basic standard by 16, didn’t achieve it by age 19’ (Hancock/Department of Education, 2014). This is a clear indication that if students do not achieve these grades by 16 then statistically they are less likely to obtain them in the future, and will lead to the student being unable to access any higher education and not reach their full potential. 

In light of the recent recommendations following the published Estyn report (2018), school x has strived to combat the problem by developing an action plan on how to improve pupils skills set in the two core subjects areas. The information provided in the SIP is extracted information with sound technical accuracy  to develop  numeracy and literacy in a  range of subjects. The senior members of staff in school x  that developed the SIP using the technique of ‘strategic planning literature details steps required to foster profound change’(Rutherford, 2009,p. 1). The SIP is an invaluable  document that has been researched and the strategies that have been adopted are in the students best interests, the key for developing this plan is to ensure the school can reflect their actions and develop improvement strategies that will enhance the students learning.


The improvement of students skills within English language and mathematics has been noted in the SIP as ‘priority one’ (School x , 2017), and must be addressed across the curriculum as an urgent matter. As consequently there is a very limited time frame for the whole school to address and measure the performance of the students attainment. The school will analyse if the action taken has had an impact on the students learning by comparing results from summer 2018 and summer 2017. This will give staff a clear indication if all the changes in each department has made to their lessons and impacted on the students’ performance in both their English language and mathematics GCSE’s.

One of the actions that is suggested in the  SIP (2018), is for the whole school taking consideration to improve pupil performance in the new English language, mathematics and numeracy GCSEs is to ‘work with pupils and parents to maximise effort and attainment’ (Jeynes, 2007, p1).  A recent study has been carried out in California by William H. Jeynes, the study analyses if parental input into their children’s education has a positive or negative impact on their attainment. The study concluded ‘parental involvement programs had a positive impact on student achievement’ (Jeynes, 2007, p1). This conclusion was drawn from the test data received from the study. 

However there are also limitations to this approach, it is said that ‘highly educated parents are often more likely to acknowledge the importance of parental support in education’ (Department of education, 2017). This suggests that students from a working class background may not have the support and guidance as their peers and causes these children disadvantages within their academic studies. 

Although it is suggested that parental input is proven to be an advantage to the students in their studies and help them to achieve their full potential. Recent development suggests that the parents must be in close connections to the school to have good guidance and support from teachers to help advise the best approaches to supporting their child. In a recent review of parental engagement within education suggests that parental support is only effective when ‘parents receive clear, specific and targeted information from schools’  (Humphries et al (2017)GCSE mathematics understanding school’s approaches to tiering) this demonstrates that the parents that are fully engaged in helping their child, and where a method has been devised to supports their child understand, in real life terms this method may not actually achieve support the student achieve in any way. A good example of poor parental help in related to students literacy skills for example  is ‘training parents to teach specific reading skills to their children is more likely to be effective than effort focused on other aspects such as encouraging parents to listen to their children to read.’ (Department of education, 2017). This implies that if the parent only listens to the child then the child would not develop any new skills on how to approach any challenging words or phrases, by teaching reading skills, this will help the child to develop their comprehension and  their knowledge of the passage which will help enable them to have a new skill set which is transferable to all subjects. 

The important factor to consider when involving parents in their child’s education is to ensure that parents feel comfortable and have a ‘supportive, non-judgemental attitude from teachers and staff from schools’ (Department of education, 2017. This is important when considering school x, as it is located in an area where it caters for a mixed social class range of students. Some parents are working class and feel that their input to the children’s education is not valid and is a hinderance rather than support. Other families may feel intimidated by the education system as they may have had a bad experience themselves. To overcome this barrier, the school will have to implement a scheme which is devised to help build home-school links  to  break down these preconceptions. Both parties should only focus on the real prerogative, their child/student attaining the grade that reaches their full potential. A key way to build these links are through ‘out of hours clubs such as parenting classes’ (Department of education, 2017). Classes such as this will help to ease parents into the mindset that they can make a positive influence on their child’s education. The classes will promote providing parents with the help and support they need to contribute to a positive outcome for the student. Although this link may be hard for the parent it may also be challenging on for the schools. To illustrate, many teachers may find difficulties communicating with parents effectively. It has been stated in a recent government review that ‘staff require training and coaching, particularly when working with parents whose backgrounds are very different to their own’ (Department of education, 2017). As some staff will struggle to communicate with parents if there are conflicting views and methods to develop the students skills in these core subjects. 

Therefore, the key factor to consider is parental involvement in the students education and the positive impact on the students attainment. However, the school and the parents must be fully committed in working as a unit to devise a scheme of work that is achievable for both parties, that promotes enhancing the students learning experience and to continue to develop skills in both English language and mathematics. 


An alternative method that has been identified in schools x’s SIP (2018) is to develop and improve student’s performance in English and mathematics is to ‘identify the key pupils who need additional support to attain’ (school x, 2017). This approach highlights pupils who are not achieving their full potential in certain literacy and numeracy rich tasks, by monitoring and analysing pupils performance across rich tasks in all subjects. This supports establishing an indication of what aspects of these subjects the student is struggling with, such as graph drawing or spelling. Teachers can then set targets for the individual student to work on. This links to the education rights of the child, Article 2 of the Human Rights Act 1998 states ‘right to education’. Therefore, by Receiving ‘full-time education, either in a traditional school or by any other means that is appropriate for their age, ability and attitude, taking into account any special needs they may have’. (The law library of congress, 2016), that teacher must adhere to. Teachers must provide differentiated work to students to ensure all students can access the work to be able to develop in these key areas. The students who fall into the categories of needing extra help in literacy and numeracy will be supported by the school in corporation to this act. The way in which the staff could approach this method can be achieved by supplying extra homework or after school help, this will result in students to who receive these type of additional support will promote confidence in their own academic ability.

Although it is perceived for students who receive additional learning support or extra help to be a positive and beneficial method in developing the students skills set in certain area such as literacy and numeracy, many studies suggest that children have felt a stigma attached to having this extra support. Resulting in students leaving the secondary sector and progressing into college and refusing extra help and support. This refusal is based on having a social status within friendship groups and/or a bad experience of the stigma attached to them in secondary education sector. Armitage suggest that ‘it is natural that some students with unhappy experiences at school attempt to create a different situation for themselves by rejecting one of the main aspect that they felt had set them apart from their peers and withdrawn from main stream’ (Rix 2009 p253-272). This is evidence to suggest that students feel there is a certain aspect of withdrawal from social involvement in school life. Some feel that they have been ‘classified and labelled’ (Rix 2009 p253-272) which instantly sets the child to become segregated from their peers as they feel ashamed of receiving  extra help and support. The crucial underpinning situation is that the student does not want to be perceived as weak and different for peers. As society’s attitude of those having a learning need is perceived in many students eyes to be a ‘weakness’ and therefore the student will ‘disguise learning needs by refusing additional support’ (Rix 2009 p253-272). Therefore, the student refusing support may result in the student having poor grades and not reaching their full potential. Consequently, this will reflect in school statistics when reviewing the students attainment in the new English language and mathematics GCSE’s.

One logical approach to engage the students onto a scheme which provides them with extra support without feeling that they have a stigma attached to themselves is to ‘treat the support session confidential’ (school x, 2017). This ensures the sessions are confidential where the student has full control on who accesses the information and who does not. This will support the staff and student to work in partnership and plan suitable times that does not impact on the students social inclusion, and limit the segregation and labelling by peers. 

Another possible method that could be implemented to increase the English language and mathematical skill set across the curriculum stated In the science departmental improvement plan (SDIP), is to ‘share good teaching and learning practice’ (School x, 2017). This suggests that all members of staff from every department could have a monthly meeting to highlight aspects of the literacy and numeracy frame work that has had a positive effect on the students learning. In school x, the science department is very keen to improve standards of literacy and numeracy as the science GCSE’s are becoming more challenging and more literacy and numeracy based. Science is a core subject that leads itself very well to the literacy and numeracy framework as it is incorporated in many aspects of the course throughout secondary education. In light of this, the department is implementing the action plan to develop and enhance all students skills to ensure that they are fully prepared for the challenging questions within the examinations. 

The science department in school x has treated this method as a priority within their own action plan. To illustrate, if a team member states that their lesson has inspired to develop the students ability in the two main areas then all members of staff are obligated to listen and sometimes observe the planned lesson to develop their own teaching styles. Consequently, this will in theory promote eliminating issues that are arising and adopt new ideas and approaches to develop their own ability in delivering  an effective learning environment, to promote students to build on their literacy and numeracy skills. Richard M. Felder states that ‘students learn in many ways and teaching methods also vary’ (Felder, 2001,p.574-681). This indicates that students will learn a skill more effectively if the technique the teacher is using fits their learning style. Therefore, the teacher has to have a range of teaching styles to incorporate every child to enhance their skill and abilities in these core subject areas to reach their full potential. 

Alongside observations and discussions within the science department, an alternative method could be coteaching. Coteaching is not currently seen within the science department, however, coteaching is seen in other departments within school x. This method has been proven to provide teachers and students with numerous benefits, the benefits include ‘helping teachers learn from one another and respect their different methods of planning and engagement of learnings’ (Felder, 2001, p.574-681). Another strength that can be seen from a student’s perspective is that they have two members of staff in the room who will be able to fully assist them if required. This enhances the student learning environment as there is a increase in the staff ratio compared to students. Therefore staff are able to fully engage with all students within every lesson, this is beneficial in literacy and numeracy rich lessons across the curriculum as there would be another member to staff on hand to help target individual needs on a smaller scale. A further advantage of a coteaching environment within a secondary setting is ‘cross expertise in content and pedagogy’ (Chenug, Wong.2014 ,p.1). This action method also links well to the new lesson study scheme which has been developed over recent years, it is an original Japanese lesson study model. This model of teaching is a team teaching approach where there are three stages. The first stage is to plan a lesson as a team. This will support achieving new ideas for all members involved, at this stage the team will make predictions on how they feel the students will respond and learn from the material included in the lesson. The second stage is to observe the other colleagues teaching the plan, that supports developing their own personal skills of delivering the lesson. Finally the reflective stage where they can consider their findings and analyse them to their prior predictions. This is a method that has been implemented into UK schools. This approach has been proven to be beneficial to the students as the study is a ‘powerful tool to help teachers examine their practices and enhance student learning’ Chenug, Wong. 2014 ,p.1).


However, with all methods there are some limitations. The most logical limitation that could arise from coteaching is the inability to solve conflict on how to teach or plan a lesson. This conflict can have an negative impact on the students learning. Furthermore, teachers involved in the lesson will also have ‘a lot more planning and preparation that is involved for class the next day and very little time for teachers to work together’ (Mastropieri, Scruggs, Graetz, Norland, Gardizi, & Mcduffie, 2005, p. 262- 263). This could also cause a conflict between teachers as one teacher may have other commitments outside of school hours and be unable to make time to plan with the other teacher. This may led to an unbalanced work load and may develop into friction between the co-workers. 

Alternatively, the teachers in the science department may result in conflict over how to deliver a certain skill from the syllabus. A prime example is  how to answer quality extended response questions (QER) effectively. The QER questions are common in science GCSE examinations. These questions are scientific literature based questions which require teachers to break down and explain to the students the mark schemes associated with this style of examination questioning. If one teacher wishes to teach the class in one explicit way and the other teacher wants to approach these questions differently then there will be friction caused in the planning stage of these lessons. Therefore this will not be time effective when planning lessons. This conflict could be carried into the classroom when the conflict is not resolved, leading to students becoming confused on the key pieces of information that the lesson was indented to give.

Co-teaching presents many benefits to both teachers and students, however, it is apparent that there are many complications when considering to use this method. This approach may deem more effective in other areas such as drama and English literature where the learning experience is about interpreting a piece of passage rather than stating facts. The most positive outcome for the science department is to continue sharing good teaching and learning practice in department meetings, as well as observing co-workers to have the most dynamic and effective approach on how to combat the issue of increasing the students ability in English and mathematics within science. 

A possible method that could be used to increase the standards of English language and mathematical skills within each classroom which is not included in the SIP or SDIP action plans, is to encourage learning through peer tutoring. This method can be integrated across the curriculum into every subject area. There are several different way peer teaching can be implemented, a suggested approach is through peer assessed marking. Peer marking allows the student to see others students answers and to compare the quality to that of their own ideas on how to approach the questions. Peer marking frequently promotes students understanding of the marking criteria and ‘will view their peers work through the eyes of the marker’ (Raymonds et al. 2016, p.165-169) this suggests that the student will then have a good idea of the quality and depth required to obtain maximum marks associated with the question, and therefore when they are required to respond to exam style question will enhance their understanding of what the marker requires and give better quality answers. 

Different types of interaction facilitates different kinds of learning for example setting a task that is based on questions and answers lead to ‘peer – assisted rehearsal of material is usually sufficient for learning factual material. Therefore, group interaction that consists of merely requesting and providing invocation promotes review of skills and then comprehension task.’ (Raymonds et al. 2016, p.165-169). This task would benefit the students significantly when incorporating this style of learning within their lessons to improve students comprehension. Although this method can be used to achieve a more dynamic and complex learning environment, the drawbacks within setting these types of tasks is that all group members must be fully engaged in the task for an effective learning environment for all participants. There must be a certain level of  ‘thinking and interaction within the group must also be of a high cognitive level, characterised by the exchange of ideas, information, perspectives, attitudes and opinions.’ (Raymonds et al. 2016, p.165) without full participation from all group members the group will not achieve the maximum learning output associated with the exercise.

An alternative peer-learning task that could be set is one person from each group is elected to be the ‘teacher’. This will give the student an opportunity to display their own knowledge to their peers as it will draw on all their prior knowledge as well reflected on how ‘they behave and how they approach their own academic work’ (Hull et al. 2018, p.1). However, when teachers set tasks that require one lead member to be elected the ‘teacher or boss’ of the  groups, this may contribute to a  form of ‘competition within and between groups that prevent groups functioning effectively’ (Hull et al. 2018, p.1), as multiple students may want to put themselves forward to be chosen for this role within the group or possibly no student will want to have the leading role. Therefore, Teachers may also find that there is unhealthy competition between groups within the class room. To minimise the friction within the class room and would be to set different tasks to every group that are associated with the class goals. As Richard Tiberius states that large groups are not allowing students to have much ‘floor time’ (Tiberius, 1999, p. 27). and may lead to students who are less vocal compared to others to be ‘washed out’ and therefore withdraw from active participation. To overcome this issue the teacher should be aware of the group sizes and the students within them. The teacher should already have a good rapport with students to know the students personalities. Another  factor to consider is that group work is not realistic, due to the issues associated with group tasks where ‘one student is doing all the work for the group’ (Tiberius, 1999, p. 28). This may then lead to other members not contributing to their peer-learning, and results in the task becoming more of a hinderance than an effective learning strategy.


Although, there are limitations to using peer-learning within the secondary education sector it can also be a very successful method when considering complex skills set in core subject areas such as mathematics. To illustrate, subject specific tasks across the curriculum could be set by various departments where the problem can be scaffolded, this is the most efficient way of utilising this method. The problem should entail various levels of difficulty to ensure that every student will be able to develop their own knowledge and will be able to solve one aspect of the problem. The key in using group work within the secondary class room effectively is to set out ‘reachable success criteria on what the group must do in the limited time frame.’ (Tiberius, 1999, p. 17). For example, if the task set was based on literacy skills in science, the task of the groups could be to research different scientists and prepare a presentation which will be presented to the class. The teacher would give a list of information that they would like to know about these famous scientists (where they were born, what did they discover etc), by giving this criteria it will aid  the group in being focused on the task, as there is no confusion of what is required of the group, likewise, the teacher ‘must help students attain those goals by providing the opportunity to practise.’ (Tiberius, 1999, p. 17).  Therefore, allowing time to practice the students will develop their confidence in their delivery of the presentation, and will support all students literacy skills.

In addition to peer-teaching, a teaching strategy that could be used to develop students English language and mathematical skills could be setting projects such as ‘dragons den’. In these mini projects students will be given the opportunity to use their skills in various ways in order to complete the task. The dragons den task requires the students to look at various aspects of ‘real businesses’ these include looking at finances, the product design and selling the product. The skills that students are developing are hidden within each task, numeracy is incorporated with the finances, literacy is also included in various aspects such as presenting the ideas to the customers and group discussions on the preparations for these pitches. This idea of using ‘mini projects’ to improve a certain skills set links well with the new curriculum set to be implemented in Wales in 2021. Successful futures provide the opportunity for schools to deliver ‘a programme for a Signiant part of the school week that develops a wide range of skills through a themed approach’ (Donaldson, 2015 ,p. 91).The main aim of the new successful futures curriculum is to ‘promote coherence and encourage children and young people to make connection across different aspects of their learning’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.35) the way in which this new curriculum will achieve this outcome is ‘within each area of learning experience will include embedded literacy and numeracy frame work in the delivered themed lessons’ (Donaldson, 2015, p .54). The students will then be able to make links between subject areas and develop transferable skills. 


To conclude, school x has critically evaluated the recent Estyn report and has devised an effective SIP to address the priority recommendation which was ‘to improve literacy and numeracy across the curriculum’ (Esytn, 2017). This report was written in October 2017, although the report was recently published school x has achieved some fast improvements in a small time frame. School x have efficiently and effectively implemented the school action plan which was developed by senior members of staff. The action plan that has been devised is developed by senior staff who have researched into the strengths and limitations of each approach, the final action plan was devised with the students of the school in mind. 


The science department in specific have included various numeracy and literacy rich tasks to incorporate these skills into the lessons. The key literacy rich tasks that students struggle with is within the WJEC examination is the QER questions. This question requires the student to have excellent literacy based understanding in order to gain full marks. The department has made a conscious decision to include practice of these types of question through KS3 in order to prepare students fully for the examination questions when they progress into KS4. This intervention will additionally support students to improve literacy in science. The science department also considers the potential for team teaching or lesson observations, this plays a key role in improving teaching standards to help to develop the students skills within these two core subjects. 

On the whole, school x is raising standards by adhering to the action plans set. The methods taken to improve standards of literacy and numeracy across the curriculum will be reviewed in the summer 2019, when the GCSE results have been published. This will be the decider to determine if the action taken to improve standards have been effective and beneficial to the students, and the results will be a true reflection on if the interventions are successful . The school have a duty to reflect on these grades and to analyse any improvements to support the students as children have the right to education and it is the schools obligation to cater to the needs of the students. This can only  be done by reflecting on the results and making changes to the action plan if required. If changes are made then it is in the students best interest for the staff  to develop different strategies that will improve standards in literacy and numeracy across the curriculum.
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