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ECSP7001 – Investigating contemporary issues in secondary education – Report

	This report will focus on the development of skills in secondary school pupils, in particular the literacy, numeracy, digital competency/literacy, and other skills outlined by Donaldson’s recommendations in the Successful Futures report. (Donaldson, 2015) Both literacy and numeracy skills are important to the development of pupils’ abilities on the whole. The most recent (2015) Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) results show that, in maths, Wales scored 491 which is the worst in the UK. In reading Wales scored 477, which again is the worst in the UK. (OECD, 2015) The UK ranked 15th overall in these tests, which shows that Wales is falling behind in both numeracy and literacy, not only in terms of the countries within the UK, but also compared to the rest of the countries within the Office of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) sample countries. Whilst there is no formal ranking for Wales in terms of digital competency/literacy, in a world where digital competency/literacy is required for not only the workplace but life in general, it is ever increasingly important to include elements of digital competency in our national curriculum. This is made abundantly clear, again, within the recommendations of Donaldson in his “Successful Futures” report (Donaldson, 2015) These reports and recommendations clearly show that the development of skills in secondary pupils is paramount to their success in the modern world. 

	In my first Professional Teaching Experience (PTE1) school’s departmental improvement plan, many recommendations are outlined based on the Estyn inspection areas. The development of literacy, numeracy and digital skills falls under Estyn’s Inspection Area 3: Teaching and learning, and into the sub-category for the provision of skills. The departmental improvement plan states that these skills, along with the other skills that were recommended by Donaldson in his report, can be further improved upon through several means. These include continuing the successful use of Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) booklets, which are printed booklets that contain activities that not only follow the science scheme of work, but these activities are designed to improve both the literacy and numeracy skills of pupils in the context of science learning. The departmental plan also outlines how digital competency skills can be improved in pupils by considering the digital competency framework when developing the new key stage 3 (KS3) homework tasks. The plan states that the expected impact/success evidence of these steps will be “improved levels of literacy and numeracy and staff understanding of areas of strength and weakness”. (see Appendix - Departmental Plan) The science department’s self-evaluation document details the many ways in which the provision of skills is very successful within the department. Such as successful incorporation of the LNF, reading/writing behaviours, and numerical reasoning strategies into both KS3 and KS4 schemes of work. Another strength within the department was the use of skills week (week dedicated to the development of skills outlined in the Donaldson report) for KS3 pupils in developing the three cross-curricular and four wider skills (Donaldson, 2015) whilst maintaining links to digital competency. Other strengths include: encouraging groupwork and thinking skills, developing research skills in pupils and directing pupils in the use of the skills pages in their planners – reading behaviours, learning styles, text types and research triangulation. Whilst the self-evaluation does detail many strengths within the department, evident by the “excellent” score in this category, there are also areas to improve on. These areas are the additional development of digital competency/literacy through the use of INSET days and also the consolidation of learning using effective plenaries. (see Appendix - Department Self-evaluation) Both the departmental plan and the self-evaluation tie in with the school’s “whole school development plan” (WSDP) as the WSDP outlines many ways in which the provision of skills can be improved across all departments. It details strategies such as reviewing schemes of work; which links to the department’s plan to improve LNF booklets in the context of the science scheme of work. It also states that there is need to develop and support the KS3 accelerated reader programme, to improve literacy skills; mainly reading. Whilst this doesn’t directly link to any of the science department’s recommendations, it does link to the need to improve literacy skills throughout all departments; which the science department is doing through the improvement of their LNF booklets. The WSDP also outlines the need further improve the skills weeks to make sure teachers are effective in teaching literacy and numeracy skills, and also for teachers to be able to use “excellent teaching” and be able to identify aspects of good/excellent teaching. These two aims link to the science department’s self-evaluation recommendations, in that the science department plans to use INSET days to improve upon similar issues. (see Whole School Development Plan) 

	The departmental plan, self-evaluation and the WSDP are all examples of how strategic planning is conducted within schools to encourage the improvement of learning/teaching standards. There are other important elements that must be considered when conducting strategic planning, these include: minutes from meetings, evaluation of pupils’ previous work, previous test/exam scores, lesson observations, and reviews of budgets. The review of these documents forms the first step(s) for strategic planning: gathering of data and identification of possible issues, where both of these steps happen simultaneously. The implementation of initial planning steps has been shown to have a significant impact on the implementation of successful change in school practice and policy. (Rutherford, 2009) On the other hand, Chang explains how there is not any one perfect way to carry out strategic planning as it can be difficult to plan for every aspect that requires attention. They also recommend that the planning process needs to be conducted “through a balanced decision-making process” (Chang, 2008) The various steps involved in the strategic planning process have been described in a multitude of ways, for example, Chang describes strategic planning as a three step process: (1) system analysis, (2) policy formulation, and (3) action planning. (Chang, 2006) However, it has also been described as a four-step process of vision, mission, strategy, and action. (Ozdem, 2011) Whilst the extra step may indicate a more intricate planning process, I prefer Chang’s description of a three-stage planning method. Due to its simplicity, and it being to difficult to plan for every aspect that needs attention, the three-stage process is more adaptable to change. Firstly, the relevant data is analysed and the shortcomings are identified. This then leads to the policies of the school being changed/updated in line with the recommendations of the analysis, which leads on to the final stage, action planning, which is the logistical plan detailing how to implement the new/updated policies in a practical and successful way. Due to the dynamic nature of education policy it is crucial for strategic planning methods to be just as dynamic. One of the most important features of education policy is assessment, which is an important part of keeping strategic planning dynamic due to the sheer amount of assessment that goes on in schools. Combining assessment with the planning process moves the assessment process from a student improvement tool into a tool for the improvement of school policy. It also creates a systematic cycle of continuous improvement where inquiries raised through assessment are dealt with by well informed faculty members. (Maki, 2002) Research has showed that there are many other factors that can influence the planning stages, such as: ever changing curriculum needs, evolution of technology and its use in the classroom, and economic trends. (Howel et al., 2003) The evolution of technology is an important factor, the business opportunities that the advancement of teaching technology brings about is a double-edged sword. On one hand, the new technologies could be incredibly useful for implementing new styles of teaching and learning. On the other hand, these technological advancements leave educators in the dark, how can we know it the new technology will have any effect on teaching and learning or if businesses will take advantage to sell ‘miracle’ teaching tools that have no proven effect. (Haché, 2000) Overall, there are obviously no downsides to strategic planning in schools, however, it is important to keep track of all the different elements that have an impact on said planning. Taking care to avoid potholes in the planning process that could either slow down the process or lead school staff down the wrong avenues all together, leading to the wasting of valuable faculty time. When strategic planning is implemented successfully it has a direct impact on both the learning of pupils and the overall effectiveness of the school. (Jenkins, 2007)

	As discussed previously, the pupil skills that require development are: Literacy, numeracy, and digital competency. Literacy skills in Wales are in dire need for improvement as outlined by the 2015 PISA results (OECD, 2015) Review of relevant literature has detailed both the need for need for improving literacy skills, and how it has been achieved through pedagogical methods. It is important for elements of literacy to be included throughout a school’s curriculum for literacy skills to be properly absorbed by pupils. This is helped by the fact that many different literacy skills are allowed to be incorporated into a variety of different subject’s tasks; whilst also being taught by a variety of different educators, all with different backgrounds and expertise. (Ehren, 2010) This paper also details how the use of a five-level continuum for direct intervention of pupil’s literacy skills has been implemented in several schools with relative success. It is also crucial that standards of literacy in lessons be properly maintained by the teachers themselves. An older study, pertaining to the views and knowledge of literacy in schools, showed that teachers in the UK knew how important their role in supporting pupils’ literacy skills was, but were uncertain how they could achieve this. The study recognised that teachers needed to improve their own literacy skills whilst sharing good practice within schools and between schools. (Lewis & Wray, 1999) However, the UK’s PISA results in reading from 2000 are higher than the 2015 results (NCES, 2002), (OECD, 2015) This shows that literacy skills had declined during this time, therefore, either the recommendations discussed previously were not heeded, or it didn’t have an effect/had a negative effect on pupil’s literacy skills. On the other hand, this also shows just how complicated this issue really is, many different methods have been used to try to improve literacy skills in pupils, yet it seems to have had a negative effect. It is hard to tell why this is the case, it could be the methods, it could be the reliability of the PISA tests, or it could be other factor(s) all together. Now onto numeracy skills, it is hard to not continue to reference the various PISA results from previous years, but it is the metric by which we judge the skills of pupils across the world. As discussed previously, numeracy skills in Wales are in need of improvement seeing as though Wales scored the worst out of the UK in the 2015 test. (OECD, 2015) The quality of literacy skills is linked, somewhat, to pupil’s numeracy skills; more specifically the worded mathematical problems. These skills can be improved by considering Newman’s Error Analysis (NEA) which has successfully provided a framework for improving linked literacy and numeracy skills in the past. One such example of its success is the “Counting On Program” which helped to improve not only the pupil’s skills, but also positively affected the teacher’s learning outcomes. (White, 2010) Just like in literacy, it is important for teachers to model good numeracy skills to see an improvement in pupil learning. For teachers to be able to model good numeracy skills it is crucial for the leadership within schools to support progression in pedagogical numeracy knowledge; not only within the individual school but also across other schools to share this progression. (Vale et al., 2010) Both of these studies (white, 2010 and Vales et al., 2010) show that a key factor for improving pupils’ numeracy skills is good modelling of skills from the teachers. Another interesting approach is the separation of numeracy from mathematics, this involves treating the need for numeracy as an interdisciplinary skill that should be incorporated into all aspects of a school’s curriculum. (Steen, 2001) I strongly agree with this model, as numeracy skills do permeate through all different subjects’ curriculums, making it our job as teachers to encourage the identification of these numeracy aspects as important, instead of just writing them of as the “boring maths bits”. This attitude towards numeracy will help to improve pupils’ understanding of all their subjects by helping them understand how numeracy permeates through all of them. Finally, digital skills and their importance in education, as mentioned at the beginning of this report; digital literacy/competency has an ever-increasing role in allowing people to be successful individuals both during their time at school and after. To encourage the development of digital skills it is paramount, yet again, to improve the quality of skills further up the chain. Simply, to increase the quality and quantity of digital support that teachers are able to provide, this is made possible by assisting schools in becoming digitally supportive environments. (Wastiau et al., 2013) However, in some cases it seems that even when policy is changed to encourage this increase in digital support, and therefore increase digital literacy/competency, the benefits are lost when the teaching culture fails to adapt to this change. This makes it essential for there to be an open dialogue about these issues/changes between all levels of the education system, including the pupils themselves, allowing potential problems to be quashed before they have chance to impact the pupils’ learning. (Sancho Gil, 2016) This problem may also be fixed by catching it even earlier, during the teacher training process itself. Extensive research has gone into this field and the consensus is that by teaching student teachers how to incorporate various ICT elements throughout their teaching may be key in improving overall digital skills in both teachers and pupils. (Røkenes & Krumsvik, 2014) The majority of pupils and teachers have access to ICT (e.g.: computers, laptops, smartphones…) but this does not seem to correlate with pupils being digitally competent, this suggests that more attention needs to be paid to teaching how these technologies operate, rather than just having these technologies to hand in the educational setting. (Li & Ranieri, 2010) All of these points elude to the fact that digital literacy/competency in education is not fully understood and requires further study for successful improvements to be made in pupils’ digital skills and that these improvements won’t come from a “one stop fix” as there are many elements to consider. In conclusion, there is one element that arcs through all three skills: The role of the teacher in modelling good use of these skills. The points made above, and likely many others, seem to have been considered in Donaldson’s “Successful Futures” report; as he also outlined the importance of improving the teacher’s skills in order to promote good use of these skills by pupils. (Donaldson, 2015)

	There are many different metrics by which schools in Wales can be judged on, there are the Estyn inspection results, GCSE results data, local government data, and even the development/self-evaluation plans that the schools comprise. Firstly, I will talk about the Estyn inspection results in relation to the development of pupils’ skills. Development of pupil skills falls under the “teaching and learning experiences” category, which my PTE1 school scored excellent. Regarding the development of pupil skills, Estyn inspectors suggested that the pupils in the school have their progress in skill development hindered by lessons that are over-directed by the teacher, with a pace that is too fast or too slow. However, the report also states that this is only the case in very few lessons, and all the other comments on teaching and learning are positive. (Estyn, 2017) The Welsh school categorisation system rated my PTE1 school as “Green 1A” in 2017 which is the highest score available for a school to achieve. (Welsh government, 2018) The score was the same in 2016, which suggests that the leadership, learning, and teaching within the school is well adapted to perform self-evaluation and use this self-evaluation to successfully improve the standards within the school at a consistent level. This is because these factors are what govern the Welsh school categorisation system’s scores. (Welsh government, 2018) The school’s percentage of pupils that achieve GCSE grade A*-C in English was a respectable 84.2% in 2017. However, this has been on the decrease since 91.5% of pupils achieved these grades in 2015, this suggests that the quality of literacy skills (which are crucial for pupils to succeed in GCSE English) in pupils has been decreasing. Therefore, the need for improving these skills should be a priority to raise GCSE grades back to the excellent standard they were at. (MyLocalSchool, 2017) Similarly, the school’s percentage of pupils achieving grades A*-C in maths for 2017 was 82.4%, which has been decreasing since 94.3% of pupils achieved these grades in 2015. Again, suggesting that the quality of numeracy skills is going downhill. (MyLocalSchool, 2017) This however, disagrees with my previous point about the quality of leadership, learning, and teaching, because if the school is well adapted to self-evaluate and self-improve then surely, they would be working to improve these slowly declining grades in GCSE English and maths.

The self-evaluation plans from the science department (see Appendix - departmental self-evaluation) in my PTE1 school states that digital literacy needs to be further improved in both pupils and teachers. It recommends that INSET days could be used to improve teacher’s digital literacy; and therefore, develop pupil’s digital skills. These recommendations do follow the recommendations that I have found within the literature, which were to improve teacher’s digital skills in order to improve pupil’s digital skills. (Wastiau et al., 2013) The departmental self-evaluation plan also mentions how learning can be further developed through the use of effective plenaries, which will help to consolidate the pupils’ learning. Whilst, this type of action is not directly mentioned in my literature review, if these plenaries manage to successfully link science topics to the key skills that run throughout science then they will also successfully consolidate the pupils’ use of skills into appropriate example tasks. Luckily, science lends itself quite well to be able to achieve this, as all three of the mentioned key skills feature heavily throughout; such as: Scientific literacy within experimental method writing or even the Quality of Extended Response (QER) questions that feature in GCSE papers in Wales, numeracy skills are vital for pupils to be able to use equations effectively, and digital skills allow pupils to research scientific topics efficiently and also to compile and display data from experiments. My PTE1 school also has a whole school self-evaluation plan (see Appendix - whole school self-evaluation) which, under the “provision for skills” section, details how they deliver cross curricular and wider skills throughout KS3 and KS4, giving pupils a chance to apply these skills in every subject. This follows the recommendations of the literature, which states that these key skills must permeate through all elements of the curriculum to be properly absorbed and maintained by pupils. (Ehren, 2010) & (Steen, 2001) My PTE1 school also employs the use of a “skills week” which, as detailed in the school’s self-evaluation, provides a focus on developing skills in KS3 pupils across all subjects/departments whilst encouraging teachers to make explicit use of these skills within their subjects. This also follows the recommendations found in the literature pertaining to including the skills throughout the curriculum in all subjects. (Ehren, 2010) & (Steen, 2001) The plan also details how successful, strategic audits of their LNF booklets and how they are able to provide good coverage across all areas of all subjects. This, again, follows the same recommendations from the same literature as before. The plan also explains how staff will undergo staff development in literacy/reading to encourage similar development of literacy skills in pupils, this action follows the recommendations of the literature too, as teacher skill development is paramount to improving the skills of the pupils. (Lewis & Wray, 1999) The school also offers further targeted support to pupils who are in extra need of improving their skills through the use of a variety of intervention programmes. One such intervention programme is the Successmaker Literacy program, which is being piloted in this school. This program supports pupils on individual terms and covers pupils of all abilities. The school also makes use of the Successmaker Numeracy programme, which gets pupils to redo the Basic Skills Test and the scores are then send to the maths department who arrange for sessions either before or during school. These Successmaker programmes should help to develop both literacy and numeracy in pupils due to the personal nature of them, they allow individual advice/planning on pupil progression in these key skills. The school also boasts a dedicated literacy and numeracy room, which hosts individual intervention for the two skills in a safe space where pupils can improve in an engaging environment. This, again, allows for more personalised advice/planning whilst trying to quash any worries that the pupil may have about the need for their intervention. Another programme the school is using is paired maths and literacy, wherein volunteer year 10/11 pupils are matched with younger pupils who need extra support with their literacy and numeracy. This programme is an excellent idea, as not only do the younger pupils get to improve their skills by learning from someone who is more “on their level”, but also the older pupils get to further develop their skills through the medium of teaching, an excellent learning tool. Also, the paired maths programme allows year 10 pupils to use this experience as a part of their Welsh Baccalaureate qualification, almost killing two birds with one stone. These intervention-based programmes are all very useful to pupils and follow the recommendations of literature, which details how similar intervention programmes have improved pupils’ skills in the past. (Ehren, 2010) The school’s self-evaluation plan also outlines the steps that they are taking to improve digital literacy/competency. One such method they are employing is the continued development of the resources available to both pupils and teachers/staff on Moodle, several departments use this platform to set homework, share resources, and provide feedback for pupils. The use and development of this platform follows the recommendations of the literature, as communication between pupils and teachers about and through the use of such digital platforms helps both parties to improve their digital skills. (Sancho Gil, 2016) The school is also performing cross-curricular audits to develop digital learning resources for the schemes of work in all subjects and to identify targets for future training in digital literacy/competency. This permeation of digital skills throughout the curriculum is similar to what is suggested by the literature to improve the other skills, literacy and numeracy, which outlines how improving skills is made easier by realising that these skills run throughout all subjects. (Ehren, 2010) & (Steen, 2001) Another way in which the school is improving digital skills is through the use of INSET for all staff on the use of other digital learning platforms such as Hwb and office 365. This, once again, agrees with the what the literature details in improving pupils’ digital skills, as how can the pupils be expected to pick up and understand these digital skills if the teachers haven’t done so themselves. (Wastiau et al., 2013) Within the ICT lessons in the school there is an increased focus on developing pupils’ digital skills in the context of helping them to apply these skills to the rest of their subjects across all their schoolwork. Which also fits into the literature recommendations pertaining to the use of these skills to enhance learning across the whole curriculum. Finally, there are ICT lessons dedicated to how these digital skills can be used to prevent cyber-bullying and also to promote e-safety which are both ever-increasing issues in this day and age.

	To conclude, there are several recommendations I can make to further improve the provision for pupils’ skills in the school where I am completing my PTE1. Firstly, for the continued encouragement for literacy skills to be further incorporated throughout the schemes of work in all subjects. This shouldn’t be too difficult a task, seeing as though aspects of literacy can already be found throughout numerous aspects of the curriculum. If this can be done successfully then pupils will be more naturally exposed to using literacy in different contexts, which should improve their literacy skills and in turn, improve GCSE grades. Another recommendation I can make is, as for literacy, numeracy skills should be pushed to be incorporated into all aspects of the curriculum across all subjects. Once again, this should not be difficult as numeracy can be found throughout life, let alone in the subjects the pupils are taught. Successful numeracy integration should see a more natural learning process when it comes to numeracy, as numeracy skills can only be developed through constant practice, which this solution provides perfectly. The way in which literacy skills and numeracy skills are linked should also be a focus of this effort, as they can often go hand-in-hand, such as: Worded maths problems, QER style exam questions, and scientific style reports. I also recommend that the school continue its excellent work in providing intervention programmes for pupils in improving both literacy and numeracy skills. One improvement to the programmes could be to incorporate a digital skills element, however, the development of literacy and numeracy should not be compromised by this. The school should also continue to plan INSET days for teachers focussed on training on developing their own literacy, numeracy, and digital skills; as well as developing these skills in the pupils too. The development of numeracy skills should be focussed on, as it is the only type of training that is currently not in the school’s planning efforts. This level of training should see a major improvement in the quality of skills across the board, as long as there is clear communication between all levels: leaders, teachers, and students. My recommendation concerning the improvement of pupils’ digital skills is slightly convoluted, whilst it can be made easier by providing teachers and pupils with increased access to technologies to aid in developing these skills; this issue is, as mentioned earlier, a double-edged sword. These technologies should not be acquired just for the sake of having them, careful analysis should go into the potential cost-benefit relationship. This is doubly important in my PTE1 school as there is currently a limited budget available, therefore there is a case to be made for the use of the existing technology that the school has by providing additional training for teachers on how to properly use them. This type of action has already started in the school, however my recommendation is that this training should include a provision for teachers to be able to transfer these skills to pupils to aid them in the rest of their learning. Overall, I believe that my PTE1 has excellent standards, and their provision for skills is no exception. I think they should continue their outstanding performance with only those few changes as they are already an excellent school. 
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