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A Critical Discussion of a School Initiative
This paper has been written to inform the reader of the school’s priority in developing and improving their curriculum in line with Donaldson’s (2015) vision of developing the whole child in their school life, and also how their approach to assessment will fit in with this. The school is a mixed comprehensive school for children from the ages of 11 to 18. Eligibility for free school meals is a little over 6%, whereas the national average is 17%, and around 12% have an additional learning need, in contrast to the national average of 21.5%. Furthermore, almost 25% of pupils come from an ethnic minority background. (Estyn, 2018)
The School Improvement Plan (SIP) (See Appendix 1) is split into 3 priority areas. One of which is concentrated on developing the curriculum. The main idea is that the new curriculum will focus on developing each child, in line with the four purposes discussed by Donaldson (2015). This area is then broken down into smaller goals and then individual actions to help reach these goals. More specifically, the actions are assigned to members of staff who are responsible for progress. There are key dates at which the actions are discussed and advancement in the area is tracked, by use of clear success criteria. The iCalculate (mathematics, ICT and computing) Departmental Improvement Plan (DIP) (See Appendix 2) builds further on this, by setting itself the priority of developing the curriculum, specifically in the learning area, in order to prepare students not just for their GCSEs but for life.
Rutherford (2009) suggests that planning must take place for there to be any significant improvement to the school. However, it is vital to note that Schmoker (2004) believes the setting of hundreds of goals and objectives is of little use in education, as too much time is put into this, with little or no improvement in pupil attainment. Thus it is important that so called strategic planning is carried out effectively, in order to document a real change.
Rutherford (2009) recognises that the stakeholders have a much larger part to play in a school’s strategic plan, as opposed to individual targets amongst staff, and it is this contribution that can benefit the plan as a whole. Numerous organisations from Zappos to Ikea recognise the importance of their staff being aware of the company’s vision. They believe their employees should be able to see how what they do in their day to day lives benefit the organisation as a whole. This then motivates them to engage with the business and its main goals (Lavoie, 2017). The participation of the stakeholders in the ensuring goals are relevant and achievable (Rutherford, 2009) only helps staff to realise what they do to meet their targets, doesn’t just benefit the children in front of them, but benefits the school as a whole.
Strategic planning is most effective when carried out in a cyclical manner, where the targets set are continually assessed, and evaluated, and new targets are then set based on any findings (Leslie and Fretwell, 1996). Chance and Williams (2009) define the organisation that uses this approach as being a “learning organisation.” This is important to the school as it allows them to analyse their own plans and targets, and integrate their findings into further plans and targets, thus improving as a whole.
The Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (2014) state the importance of success criteria in helping students visualise what an improvement in their performance looks like. Similarly, Bovend’Eerdt et al. (2009) discuss a way of setting targets such that they can be measured. Thus, the use of a strategic plan which doesn’t just set out the school’s ambitions, but also a way in which to assess those ambitions, has a great advantage.
The use of an effective strategic plan and its impact on the school is known, but perhaps more importantly, the positive effect on the school should filter down to the pupils who reap the benefits of a well-structured, mindful, goal-orientated school.
In 2015, Professor Graham Donaldson presented his findings on a new curriculum for Wales. He claimed that many international countries had already begun to implement new curricula, which focus on giving all pupils the ability to develop as well-rounded individuals, and give them the skills to succeed in the real world (Donaldson, 2015) As an example, the current programme of study for mathematics simply gives teachers a variety of topics to teach, and when learners should be able to do these things (Welsh Government, 2015a). That’s not to say there has been no recognition of the importance of key skills in education. In fact, the BBC (2001) report that employers became sceptical when qualifications were not being portrayed in the workplace so the key skills qualification was created to give pupils a chance at developing many of the things that Donaldson (2015) discusses, such as problem solving and information technology. Yet the BBC (2001) continues, stating that children “loathed” the idea. What Donaldson (2015) suggests is to embed these principles across the entire education system, so each child stands a better chance in life.
Appendix 3 shows the Programme for International Student Assessment’s (PISA) (2015) statistics for comparing Welsh results in mathematics with other countries. Wales scored a mean of 478. England, Scotland and Northern Ireland all had a higher score. Simply put, Wales were, on average, the worst performers in the U.K. Many disregard PISA results for being unreliable, asserting views such as poor sampling and results being useless in terms of international comparison (Baird et al., 2011 and Griffin, 2015). Yet when the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (2016) claim their PISA tests are to inform countries how effective their schools are in preparing their children for further studies or work, one can see the comparison with Donaldson’s (2015) curriculum. In fact, New Zealand, who have already implemented a curriculum based on key competencies (Donaldson, 2015) had a mean score of 495, which suggests that extending the new curriculum across the whole school, could actually lead to increase in pupil development and attainment.
	Furthermore, Donaldson (2015) argues the current curriculum is too rigid and detailed, thus leaving the school with no room to flourish, and demonstrate their creative side. Any problems found, regarding student attainment, are too quickly addressed by politicians, and teaching becomes more of an application of external instruction. As a result, he believes, the professionals involved are underdeveloped, particularly in dealing with problems students have, and his suggestion of a new curriculum is designed to combat this.
Donaldson continues that at its worst, secondary school is to simply prepare students for qualifications. The Wales Institute of Social and Educational Research, Data and Methods (WISERD) (2015) found that parents, governors and students alike, agree school life shouldn’t simply be about the giving of knowledge. One teacher encapsulates “children are not buckets to be filled but fires to be lit” (Power et al., 2015, p. 6) and in the same study, 53.7% were happy for pupils to be taught different things across the nation, as this demonstrated an element of personalised learning. OECD (2014), in their review of Welsh education, declare that secondary education is inadequate when it comes to the needs of the individual. Donaldson (2015) declares his findings concur with the importance of personalised learning. Furthermore, 72% agreed the school should have at least some freedom with regards to the curriculum (OECD, 2014), and this idea is vital to Donaldson’s (2015) curriculum, in that schools can personalise it to their students.
For many years now, the decline in prominence of subjects like art, music and physical education (P.E.) have been documented, due to things like funding issues and concern over attainment levels in other subjects (Reiss, 2015 and Wilkins et al., 2003). Reiss (2015) understands the need for these subjects in developing a child’s creativity, when perhaps other skills are deficient, and also in developing their confidence, if for example they can play an instrument. While Wilkins et al. (2003) suggests that in fact, spending less time on the arts doesn’t lead to an increase in maths, English and science test scores. Donaldson’s (2015) curriculum puts an emphasis on learning areas whereby the creative arts are grouped, and have a real focus in schools, to ensure a balance in a pupil’s education.
The whole curriculum is centred on the Four Purposes (Donaldson, 2015). These purposes are focus areas regarding each child’s development and include ambition, creativity and confidence. These purposes are then broken down into further skills a pupil should demonstrate on his or her way to meeting the standards of the four purposes. One important point to note is the belief that students should be ambitious, capable leaners who are ready to learn throughout their lives. Recently, in Scotland, there has been a movement towards learning throughout one’s life (Scottish Government, 2003). The skill does not only play a vital part in a person’s employability, but also social inclusion and general attitudes in life. The need for an adaptable workforce is prevalent and key in our ever-changing society, and thus Donaldson (2015) regards this as paramount in his 4 Purposes. 
Pupils should, where possible, be made aware of the cultural, economic, environmental, historical and linguistic characteristics of Wales (Welsh Government, 2003). In essence, students should celebrate all things Welsh, appreciate what makes Wales unique, and learn to respect Wales in terms of its place in the world. In particular, the Welsh language has a major role in providing Wales a status in the United Kingdom (Scaglia, 2012). Students should be ethical, informed citizens who are ready to be citizens of Wales and the world (Donaldson, 2015). The new curriculum, in fact, identifies the curriculum cymreig (Curriculum and Assessment Authority for Wales (ACCAC), 2003) as being pivotal to schools in Wales in developing their pupils, and pushes numerous ideas which mirror those of the Welsh Government.
Scotland too, have recognised the need for a refreshing skill-based curriculum for its education system. Its findings in developing a “Curriculum for Excellence” (Scottish Government, 2004) echo those of Donaldson (2015), in that they should develop a confident, successful, responsible, effective learner. OECD (2015) issued an independent review of Scottish education, five years after the mandatory implementation of their new curriculum. They noted the confidence in all children they met to speak about things such as learning and aspirations; even those were not assigned specifically to be interviewed expressed the trait. The prevalence of the creative arts was immediate, something they note is not so common in traditional systems. An increase in those taking part in the Duke of Edinburgh award was celebrated by numerous teachers, something which demonstrates the ambitious, health-conscious pupils. Teamwork and support were undeniable in the ethos of those schools visited and learners showed a high level of enthusiasm. School inspection demonstrates these further, as around 90% of reports have expressed an improvement in national qualifications in recent years, and an engagement in school which has meant more students are staying in education. Coincidentally, this coincides with the implementation of the Curriculum for Excellence. 
To summarise, the findings of Donaldson (2015) are supported by public opinion, literature and case study, and this is exactly why the school has decided to focus on extending their own programme in line with the four purposes.
Following an inspection, Estyn (2011) prepared a report on the school, which was written before the current improvement plan. Consequently, the report played its part in the creation of the improvement plan. A recommendation given in the report is to reinforce numeracy across the whole school therefore one action drawn up in the improvement plan identifies literacy and numeracy development via a whole school approach. Both skills are “absolutely essential in order for young people to reach their potential.” (Welsh Government, 2013, p. 2) Thus the Literacy and Numeracy Framework was set up in the hope that all children will possess excellent literacy and numeracy skills, by the time they leave school (Welsh Government, 2013). Again, Donaldson (2015) concurs in that children should be able to use language and number confidently and creatively, so this action to be taken is important in the school’s aim of supplying a skill-based curriculum.
It is believed the role of support staff is not appreciated sufficiently, particularly in regards to a child’s learning, and this is one of the key challenges facing Welsh education (OECD, 2014). Donaldson (2015) proposes both teachers and support staff are critical to providing children the skills they need in life, and the school have responded to this in their strategic plan, stating support staff should be used productively.
The Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) is discussed by the Welsh Government (2008) as being instrumental in raising awareness of the consequences of our actions, in terms of the economy, environment and the world as a whole. Throughout his review, Donaldson (2015) references these issues and the need to focus on them in school. It is important to note, the ESDGC was not designed to be a subject in itself, but should be integrated throughout the school (Welsh Government, 2008). This is why the school has chosen to ensure ESDGC is embedded in the curriculum, in its improvement plan.
The new curriculum is designed with 6 “Areas of Learning and Experience” as opposed to traditional core subjects. The main idea is to group subjects together in order to establish continuity and progression. For example, it is hoped that teachers across English, Welsh and other modern foreign languages can work together, so that students can make links between words or transfer skills from one to the next, and hopefully become more engaged with these languages as a result (Donaldson, 2015). To meet its priority target, the school has formed its own version of the Areas of Learning and Experience – a curriculum consisting of 6 learning areas, known as the iLearn programme. The programme has given teachers a chance to discuss ideas across their own traditional subjects and form schemes of work that specifically benefit the learner. One instance is the humanities strand of the learning areas, or iThink. By combining subjects such as geography, history, and business, the learning area has been able to create a project, based on Swansea’s city centre. The students are expected to discuss the area, its history and interestingly, how it can be rejuvenated, with regards to the economy and social aspects. By teaching children this way, attention can be paid to real-life issues regarding citizenship, enterprise and sustainability (Donaldson, 2015) and this demonstrates the progress the school has made in supplying a skill-based curriculum.
Cunningham and Stanovich (1997) investigate deficits in reading levels and the impact of this later in life. They found that lagging behind lower down in school is detrimental to the success of the individual; the child then struggles in years to come as they never fully developed a skill they are now expected to use at will. In response to the new curriculum, the Welsh Government (2015b) wrote their own proposal for the future of education in Wales. The plan notes all children will be ambitious, capable, empathetic and so forth; the belief that no child should be left behind in their education is identified by the school and referenced in an action which states there will be an intervention for those whose skills are deemed unsatisfactory. Currently, the school are actively addressing this target, as they employ teaching assistants who are specifically used for taking small groups of children for support sessions in areas such as literacy and numeracy. As well as the extra practise this gives the pupils, Blatchford (2003) suggests smaller class sizes are particularly appropriate when those involved are behind their peers, academically speaking. The Department for Education (2002) add that when a teacher, other than the class teacher, is used for these classes, motivation remains high, thus the class becomes more effective in raising attainment and improving vital skills. 
Traditionally, teachers have been quite autonomous in their profession (Briscoe and Peters, 1997), yet Carroll et al. (2005) identify the growth in pressure on educational institutions to increase their collaboration efforts, as the sharing of knowledge between teachers is suggested to be key to successful students. “Good teaching and learning encourages collaboration” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 70) and this is why action one of the school’s priority, in implementing this curriculum, promises the quality of teaching will be monitored and evaluated effectively. Each term, the school’s policy dictates that learning leaders are responsible for organising observations of each staff member. Once observed, a progress report is written up, detailing what went well and improvements that can be made. This emphasises the school’s commitment to collaboration within the workplace, in light of its importance in developing successful pupils. Furthermore, the department aim to have regular meetings for the iCalculate team. In these meetings, as well as planning, teachers share good teaching practice to promote development across the whole school and not just their individual classes. These features demonstrate the school and department are responding to their improvement plans.
As part of the school’s implementation of a new curriculum, the plan dictates that the school will use their ‘pioneer’ status to their advantage, by actively promoting the effectiveness of the iLearn programme to other schools. It has already begun a collaboration with a local primary school, to implement a similar idea. Donaldson (2015) recommends his curriculum be used, in Key Stage 2, as it should put an end to teachers rushing through a variety of subjects each week, and will instead allow them to focus on key questions or projects, and thus the child will flourish. This is especially important in this instance, as the primary mentioned is a feeder school, so not only will the child reap the benefits of a new curriculum in Key Stage 3, but through Key Stage 2 also. Moreover, the school has hosted visits for other schools to see how the curriculum can be managed effectively, indicating they are working well towards the collaborative culture they are hoping for.
Estyn (2016) found that a good level of pupil participation in schools, has not only led to better relationships within the school, but helps students develop vital skills needed to play their part as citizens of the world. Self-confidence increases as pupils are allowed to play an active part in decision making within the school. Various other benefits include higher performance, as well as a better health and wellbeing due to the feeling of respect that pupils acquire. The value of a strong pupil voice benefits the learning environment as, Estyn continue, schools with such a feature often possess a fair ethos and a good structure. Also, the skills developed by the pupil, by having their voice heard, inforce those qualities a child should have when leaving school (according to Donaldson (2015)). But moreover, by allowing pupil’s a high level of participation, the school has been able to tweak and refine their iLearn programme, to ensure what each child gets is right for them - yet another sign of the school’s progress in the priority area.
When the Welsh Government (2014) identified weaknesses in its assessment guidelines, Donaldson (2015) was sure to address this in his review. He noticed one problem with the current framework is its rigidity; a system which is comprehensive in its expectations but not overly bureaucratic is instead deemed more reasonable.  The Welsh Government (2015b) responded by identifying the need for assessment in schools to encompass the four purposes and to use all pioneer schools in fine-tuning their assessment protocol. The school have therefore identified assessment as a major aspect of its improvement plan, specifically the implementation of its approach to assessment, and how quality feedback should be given regularly. Price et al. (2010) state that feedback is rendered almost useless if its sole purpose is to correct mistakes. They suggest a method where a student can learn from their mistakes to be of more use. Elliott et al. (2016) indicate there is little evidence to suggest a grade on a piece of work leads to an increase in pupil attainment, and thus marking in this way is just wasting a teacher’s time. In fact, they found that in some cases students will actually concentrate on a grade, even if a written comment is given alongside, and thus not act on the feedback effectively, if at all. Acting on feedback is regarded as a vital aspect of the assessment process; targets should be actionable or pupils will not benefit from a teacher’s comments, as they should. They continue that use of a marking code does not inhibit the pupil in any way as long it is understood; it is more important that all feedback given is of a high quality. These key findings underpin the school’s approach to assessment which has been implemented over the course of the improvement plan. Their assessment guidelines encourage a consistent marking code, alongside formative feedback, that is timely in manner. Race (no date) recommends feedback be given as quick as possible in order to be most effective; the school mirror the idea by writing assessment should be a half time pep-talk as opposed to a full time analysis where a child might feel no need to respond. Peer and self-assessment can be useful in developing a student’s judgement skills, particularly in reflecting in their own work (University of Sydney, 2018). Donaldon (2015) too, encourages pupils to take a great responsibility for their learning, so that they indeed become lifelong learners. As such the school have encouraged this in their approach to assessment. 
	As previously mentioned, the curriculum cymreig (ACCAC, 2003) is significant in Donaldson’s (2015) new curriculum, and is so in the school’s learning programme, as they set a target of developing bilingualism within the school (both in class and out). The Welsh Government (2003) recommend a whole school approach where signs are written in both Welsh and English, Welsh is used informally throughout the premises, and the Welsh flag is flown. So far, the school has worked somewhat towards their target, via the use of Welsh signposts, Welsh in assemblies, and the date written on class whiteboards always seems to be in Welsh. However, it appears to be up to the teacher’s discretion as whether to use Welsh in their class. It seems classes range from complete English to a good use of commands and greetings in Welsh. The Welsh Government (2003) continue that a visitor should be able to identify a school’s place in Wales just by visiting, and in some classrooms, with English over the walls and throughout lesson conversation, this might be difficult. It is recommended that the school use the curriculum cymreig document to guide each individual subject area on how to implement Welsh best in their classes.
	ESDGC is another issue addressed by the Welsh Government (2008) that perhaps is not being addressed as intended by the school. Despite a recent Year 7 trip to the local area, the value of the topic is not appreciated in all learning areas. In fact, the department’s strategic plan has no mention of the topic, despite the clear links between world problems and mathematics. All departments should be encourage to use ESDGC in their lessons in the way described by the Welsh Government (2008). Particularly for graph and data analysis, where real world problems might be more beneficial to a student’s learning (Donaldson, 2015) than favourite species of animal.
	With regards to the Literacy and Numeracy Framework (Welsh Government, 2013), the use of support staff for those with a lower attainment has been identified, but given that “students learn better when their literacy is well established” (United Nations Work and Relief Agency, 2013, p. 3), a greater stress should be placed on this area, perhaps in form time, so all students can develop these skills.
	Donaldson (2015) believes digital competence is vital for a person to play their part in the modern world, and the Welsh Government (2016) agree a pupil must develop these skills to be informed and capable, thus the Digital Competence Framework was set up. The school have not identified this as an area that can be enriched, but this might have been advised. Students do have opportunities to research in school, and in addition, the department allow opportunities to develop a computer game for Year 7, and analyse data in Year 9. As for the whole school though, perhaps more time should be given to students to develop PowerPoints, or use the smart boards to aid their learning. 
	One important point Elliott et al. (2016) discuss in their research on assessment is the difference between an error and a mistake – an error being a problem a student has in understanding, and a mistake being a ‘slip’ which the student wouldn’t usually make. They suggest that correcting a mistake is just as beneficial as not marking the work at all, as the student is not required to use their prior knowledge to correct it themselves. Thus a simple marking should be used, which tells the student a mistake has been made. This idea is omitted from the school’s approach to assessment but might play an important part in a child’s awareness of their own learning (which of course Donaldson (2015) values) and should be considered.
	Strategic planning is most effective when the targets set are continually assessed, and evaluated (Leslie and Fretwell, 1996). The school’s improvement plan is on their website for the public to access, but since its creation, has very rarely been updated. There is a milestones category which indicates the intention was there, but it has not been filled out and perhaps according to Leslie and Fretwell (1996) renders the plan ineffective. Furthermore, Estyn (2011) report one recommendation for the school is the clarity of their improvement plans and while target areas are well-presented, they are often vague. The school calls for developments, but doesn’t necessarily give instruction on how to do so. Examples include overseeing bilingual skills and ensuring the Literacy and Numeracy Framework is embedded in lessons – there is no detail on how they intend on doing this, or success criteria to compare with, so it is recommended that the school take into consideration effective target-setting for their next improvement plan.
	In conclusion, the school’s choice to implement a new skill-based curriculum, with a brand new approach to assessment has been well supported by the literature - particularly Donaldson’s (2015) belief that a skill-based curriculum will develop the whole child, which he believes is the purposes of education, and also the Welsh Government’s (2015b) approval of Donaldson’s (2015) review which identifies the need for a new assessment framework. The school have set out clear action areas, but should look at refining individual targets, so anyone who looks at the plan knows exactly how they will do what they are saying they want to. However, this has not stopped the school’s progression in many of these areas. The iLearn programme has been implemented effectively, and the school has taken its responsibility as a pioneer school very seriously. In particular, the school trip to Swansea’s city centre encapsulates the school’s vision, as individual subjects combined to create an opportunity that previous learners would never have had. 
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