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‘Fail to prepare and prepare to fail’ – no truer words than this age-old adage have resounded throughout the education sector so strongly. That schools are tasked with writing up departmental and school improvement plans (DIPs and SIPs respectively) is a testament to the prosperity of education. It is not simply a case of an ‘If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’ attitude but rather a continuous review of the strategies that are already in place with a focus on how they can be improved. Thus, strategic planning lies at the core of education, without which leaves a future of instability. This essay will explore the role and importance of strategic planning and then place this into a real-life context through analysis of my focus school’s improvement plan (SIP). From this, I will explore one specific area of improvement and see how the school has been addressing this issue if at all. To conclude, my own future recommendations of how this issue could be given further improvements will be presented.

To begin with some background context, the school which I am focusing on (school A going forward) is a mixed secondary school located in the Vale of Glamorgan. Currently, there are 1515 pupils on roll with a ratio of boys to girls at 49:51 (My local school, 2018). The percentage of pupils with free school meals (FSM) is only 3.9%, considerably lower than the national average of 16.9%, an indicator of the area’s affluence (Ibid., 2018). In fact, school A fairs better than all the national averages based upon 2018 statistics – attendance is 95.2% against 93.9%; pupils with special educational needs (SEN) is 4.9% against 14.4% of which 0.6% are statemented against 2.3% and finally, minority ethnic pupils are 5.4% against 9.8% (Ibid., 2018). Pupils with English as an additional language (EAL) is 0.5% against 2.8% based on the last available statistics from 2015 (Ibid., 2015). School A prides itself on being high-attaining and justifiably so – grades are consistently higher than national averages with regards to both FSM and non-FSM pupils across all areas of Key Stages 4 and 5; no data is available for Key Stage 3 (Appendix A). To maintain such standards going forward, school A has produced an in-depth SIP that covers a four-year span from 2017 to 2020. The following section will explore the structure and content of this SIP and explore how the school measures improvement. 

The SIP is divided into three key priorities – 1) Standards; 2) Care, Support and Guidance; 3) Teaching and Leadership. These are strictly based upon the Estyn inspection areas found within its guidance handbook (Estyn, 2017) but the motives for doing so are laid out as follows – ‘In arriving at our improvement priorities, we took account of the views of the school community, last year’s School Improvement Plan, Welsh Government national priorities, the new Estyn Inspection Framework 2017, previous inspection findings and legislative responsibilities’ (See Appendix C). Each key priority is divided into objectives which are further divided into targets of improvement. Collectively, there are twenty objectives and fifty targets so it is clear just how expansive a SIP on the outset can be. However, each target then needs to address numerous factors – how can they be achieved? By whom? By when? At what cost? The input that is needed to plan this effectively and correctly is astronomical especially if each target is going to be treated with equal weight. The following sample of the SIP will demonstrate the level of detail that goes into each objective and target including some of the problems that arises in the planning process. 
The second objective within the ‘Standards’ priority is to ‘Develop teachers/pupils use of digital technology to improve learning outcomes (DCF)’. Within this objective, there are three targets of improvement with one being to ‘Establish a school vision for digital learning; create a digital learning and technology development plan’ (Ibid.). Focusing on this target, the strategy that is put into place to make this happen is through a ‘National Digital Learning Event’ set on a specific date for an inset day. This highlights another important issue that requires a lot of forward thinking – how to utilize “time” most effectively. Particularly in the education sector, time is a commodity and since there are only a limited number of training days, learning needs to be prioritized. Certain questions need to be pondered in order to facilitate this – what skills are most teachers lacking that require specific training? What learning needs to be done sooner rather than later?  Once priorities are sorted, timetabling does become easier but only to a degree since accommodation has to be made for national training events. With many of these events happening throughout the year, it quickly becomes clear just how problematic and time-consuming timetabling becomes. The problem is less that they use up an inset day since the training is often relevant, but more that the dates are fixed. In the sample, for example, the ‘National Digital Learning Event’ was set for the 21/06/17. Being held in June means that this skill is going to be underdeveloped for the majority of the academic year which beckons an immediate question – does this need to be supplemented with an earlier training day? If it does, then another training day is lost that could otherwise be utilized on learning another skill. If it does not, then there is no issue as long as one is confident that this is not to the detriment of the school. It goes without saying that there is a lot of pressure to get the balance right but in doing so, the future benefits to the school are invaluable. Continuing with the structure of the SIP, the following three columns are devoted to whom the target is led by, the resources needed and the milestone and monitoring timeline. It is not surprising that in this instance, the only resource required is time. A quick scroll throughout the SIP shows that most targets do not require a monetary resource, only time which re-emphasizes that time is the most valuable resource – the problem is, of course, that there is simply not enough of it. The timeline section should be a realistic expectation of when you want the target achieved by or a review of its progress for continual targets. Coinciding with the ‘National Event’, this chosen target falls within the spring term and on the 21/06/17 specifically. The final section focuses on the outcomes, both intended and actual. Aside from the strategies, this section is the most detailed – not only is it important for a school to know how to meet their targets, it also needs to know how these targets are going to look when achieved. Two of the intended outcomes, for example, are ‘Nearly all pupils develop their digital skills suitably in lessons other than ICT’ and ‘Nearly all pupils apply strong digital skills successfully in a range of appropriate contexts across the curriculum’ (Ibid.). If the school was to achieve this, it clearly shows that the school has established a digital learning environment and thus met its target. To evidence this improvement, there are many things the school use such as lesson observations, behaviour logs, minutes and by way of a book scrutiny. It is important that the actual outcomes are recorded as it can indicate what strategies are successful, what further improvements are needed and what targets have been met. Such outcomes will be given a closer look when exploring my chosen topic below. Although the above has been a snippet of what a SIP entails in the context of school A, it clearly shows just how important one can be to maximize any school’s future potential. The following section will have a closer look at the role of strategic planning to give further sustenance to the importance of a SIP.   

As emphasised in the introduction, the value of strategic planning within a school cannot be overstated. The concept of strategy concerns an organizations long-term future and the broad direction it wants to take (Fidler, 1996). Strategic planning is a management tool which has been acclaimed internationally for improving performance and determining whether an organization succeeds or fails (Chukwumah, 2015). As all schools’ main concern is giving children the best education possible, their success in the long term is essential. Davies and Ellison (2003, p.3) state that it is most effective when “…the school knows where it wants to go, understands how to get there, has the organisational capability and capacity to undertake the journey and will be able to evaluate the outcomes by some predetermined criteria.” A high level of awareness and organization is therefore vital in order to prosper as a school in the long term. Furthermore, it is essential for staff to evaluate practice and be reflective about their success. 
Strategic decisions are those that have long-term consequences such as those that involve buildings, staff and the curriculum (Fidler, 2000).  These decisions are made quite regularly in school and need to be planned for in order to sustain the school and ensure it thrives. Tracy (2012, p. 25) asserts that “Elements of a strategic planning process are linear as well as cyclical and interdependent upon one another.” Some aspects of the plan may need to be revised and updated as they are being met. Once a plan is written it is not filed away and forgotten about, it needs to be reviewed and discussed on a regular basis. 
Since strategic planning was adapted for education, a standard model has not been created for educators to follow (Tracy, 2012). Due to the vast differences between schools, there is not one correct way in which schools should strategically plan. Each individual school follows its own approach to the process of strategic planning and decides which areas for improvement to focus on (Fidler, 1996). Schools most likely plan using similar methods and structures but each school has the freedom to adapt the way they strategically plan to meet the needs of the school. Chukwumah (2015, p. 138) states that “Poor planning is often worse than no planning at all”. Strategic planning, therefore, needs to be smart, realistic and achievable. 
The way in which the plan is put together will depend on the effectiveness of it. Tracy (2012, p.30) claims that, “Opportunities for teachers to be a part of the process will result in greater acceptance and implementation of the plan”. There are different ways schools decide to consult staff, whether that be using a top down or a bottom up approach, each have their advantages and disadvantages (Fidler, 2000). Although the bottom up approach may be time consuming, including staff in the process will ensure that they are on board with the strategies put in place. It will also ensure that the right things are being focused on in the plan. Fidler (1996) points out that someone needs to oversee the process and be responsible for ensuring that the planning, implementation and evaluation all take place successfully. This means that the plan is not just a document which is part of school practice, it is utilized correctly and has a great impact on the school.
Sensible targets need to be put in place with detailed action plans about how to get there. “When strategies and action steps are clearly delineated, people are must more likely to understand their responsibilities, therefore, much more likely to implement the strategies and action steps according to the plan” (Tracy., 2012, p.99). Action plans should lay out exactly how the strategy will be implemented, the resources required, who is responsible, how the steps will be evaluated and the timeline for completing the strategy (Ibid., 2012). Ensuring that the plans are ‘user friendly’ and broken down into chunks is essential in order to ensure that staff follow them. 
Strategic planning alone is not enough, however – it needs to be followed through in order to work. The process of change can be broken down into three stages – initiation, implementation and institutionalisation (Hopkins, 2001). Fullan (2016) calls this the ‘valuable triple I model’ and states that initiation is everything leading up to the decision to adopt change, implementation is putting it into practice and institutionalisation is when change is built into the system. Research by Chukwumah (2012) has found that even when schools developed their strategic plans, they still lacked skills, leadership qualities and commitment to strategic planning practices required to make change. Therefore, schools need to be committed across all phases of the change process. 
In conclusion, it is clear that strategic planning plays a big role in schools and ensuring they succeed. However, it is just one aspect of ensuring that change takes place. For example, the organization’s capacity to change should be examined as well as their readiness to accept change (Rutherford, 2007). Embedding change and improvement into the ethos of the school and supporting staff through making change is essential. Furthermore, it is vital that the school ensures that staff have sufficient time and resources to make the changes, which should be outlined in the action plan. To evidence the importance of strategic planning, the remainder of this essay will focus on a single area of development as this will demonstrate how much thought needs to go into each area when developing targets. 

The area of development that I have chosen to explore and critically evaluate is the role of form tutors and the effectiveness of form time. Based on the underwhelming amount of literature that is available on this topic, it appears to be an often underappreciated area of school improvement which deserves more attention than is usually given hence why I have decided to address it. Furthermore, this topic is not one that is addressed by individual departments so the lack of a DIP is not detrimental to this essay. Within the ‘Inspirational teaching and leadership’ section of school A’s SIP, objective 7 looks to ‘Improve Form tutor Time so as to improve pupils’ perceptions’ (See appendix C). Here, three targets for improvement are laid out as follows: 1 – Ensure form tutor time is meaningful and constructive; 2 – Improve resources for form time taking into account the issues affecting young people e.g. Prevent, LGBT, Equal Opportunities etc.; 3 – Improve students’ understanding and application of Growth Mind-set resources (Ibid., 2018). It is refreshing to see that there are three strategies in place for each target which shows the school’s will to achieve each target. Furthermore, the first two targets both have a resource cost of £500. With school budgets being stretched more thinly year on year, investing towards a more meaningful form time is thankfully not lost here. Whilst the first two targets are specific to form time, the third can help contribute to a pupil’s development throughout the school. The idea of a growth mind-set has had a recent boom in the education sector (Dweck, 2012) and school A looks to promote it throughout all its subjects. By prioritizing its improvement during form time, a bridge is formed between subjects and form, two entities that are often seen as separate. This helps to show the value in form time since relevant skills and mind-sets are being learned which allows subjects to utilize their teaching time more effectively. Thus, this objective fits comfortably within the SIP and it is clear to see the impact a well-structured form time could have for the school’s development as a whole. The following section will take a closer look at the limited literature and research surrounding form time and the roles of form tutors as an area for development in order to shed further light on its importance. 

The importance of the form tutor and their role in the development of a pupil is essential. For this reason, it is not surprising that the school have made it a priority to ensure form time is meaningful and constructive. Marland and Rodgers (2004, p.1) sum up the centrality of the form tutor: “Pastoral care enables pupils to make best use of all aspects of their schooling to benefit all aspects of themselves – and the form tutor is the heart of that activity”. Although it is the duty of all teachers to help pupil growth with the overarching responsibility being given to the head of year or house, the form tutor is the integrative centre for the school’s efforts in personal development (Ibid., 2004). This accentuates the importance of a form tutor’s role in the school structure. 
Different ways for structuring form groups work for different schools. School A follow the ‘traditional’ approach which seems common across most schools in the local authority. This is a horizontal system where tutors, under the leadership of a head of year, have groups which are all in the same school year (Adams, 1989). The main advantage of this approach is that the whole form group are going through the same experiences at the same time so support can be tailored for them (Hramiak and Hudson, 2011). An alternative approach is the vertical or house system, where the school is divided into houses and each form group has pupils of all ages (Adams, 1989). This is advantageous as it creates an ‘extended family’, where older students can mentor younger students (Kent and Kay, 2007). Both systems allow for different variations and form teachers play a role in each of them. 
There are many different ways in which a form tutor is a pivotal role in education. Pastoral support is perhaps the overarching responsibility of the form tutor. Form tutors are able to keep an eye on their pupils as they see them every day and are the first point of contact. A form tutor has the role of monitoring general well-being and possesses an exclusive overview of pupil progress over all subjects (Jones, 2007). Form tutors will monitor student progress, looking at data, collating reports and target setting (Hramiak and Hudson, 2011). Form time is usually used for administrative purposes, to take the register, give out notices and collect information (Ibid., 2011). The form teacher also often helps pupils make academic choices such as choosing optional subjects at Key Stage 3 and 4 or helping them with university applications (Ibid., 2011). Form tutors also keep an eye on the behaviour and attitude of their pupils and address any issues (Ibid., 2011). The list of responsibilities goes on but highlights the heavy workload that a form tutor is expected to have (Gray, Miller and Noakes, 2013). 
Some form teachers will also have to teach their form group Personal Social and Health Education (PSHE). The Welsh Assembly Government (2008, p.4) outline the importance of PSHE: “PSE prepares learners to be personally and socially effective by providing learning experiences in which they can develop and apply skills, explore personal attitudes and values, and acquire appropriate knowledge and understanding.” An advantage of being taught by the form teacher is that the pupils are taught about emotional topics such as sex and drugs education by a teacher who knows them well (Hramiak and Hudson, 2011). They can also tailor the lessons based on their knowledge of the pupils and their individual experiences and needs. A disadvantage of the form tutor teaching PSHE is that they may lack the subject knowledge and skills needed to teach sensitive subjects. In some schools, including School A, PSHE has been integrated into the Religious Education curriculum. 
It is clear that because of the many roles a form tutor has, there needs to be continued development to ensure that each role can be done effectively. The fear is that their heavy workloads will cause form time to be negatively impacted and thus become meaningless. The following section will look more closely at how school A has performed in addressing their objective of ‘Improving Form tutor Time so as to improve pupils’ perceptions’ (Appendix C). 

Since each target is quite detailed, I am only going to focus on one – ‘Ensuring form time is meaningful and constructive’ (Appendix B) as this has great repercussions as will be seen shortly. The intended outcome for this target that the school would hold in the highest esteem is that ‘Students report that F/T (Form time) is meaningful and useful’ (Ibid.). Direct feedback is important as this can severely tarnish the school’s image and reputation if it is negative and shared outside of school. Schools, therefore, need to know any problems immediately so that they can rectify them before they snowball. However, if students are reporting that form time is meaningful and useful, this should have further positive impact throughout the school since students begin the day in a positive frame of mind. By knowing this, schools know that they do not need to take any further action and are working towards their target successfully. In order to check the progress of the school, Estyn reports are particularly useful because they are done by an independent authority and will, therefore, not suffer from any potential bias. Unfortunately, the most recent Estyn report that is available is dated from 2013. In each of the inspected areas – outcomes, provision, and leadership and management – school A was graded as good but there is no specific mention of how form time was conducted or how form tutors performed (Estyn, 2013). This would have been useful to see since school A has undergone a lot of development and educational reform in the past six years. Nevertheless, the SIP currently contains progress reviews from terms 1 and 3 which clearly indicates the progress of these targets. During term 1, the actual outcomes were simply the introduction of many of the strategies which is a positive. However, out of the term 3 (June 2018) progress review came three damning statements which strongly questions the efficacy of form time. Firstly, ‘Despite work carried out to produce and organise a coherent and up to date form time experience, the achievement team are dissatisfied with current form time provision.’ Secondly, ‘Listening to learners book scrutiny interviews have led pupils to say that their belief is that form time is not fit for purpose.’ Finally, ‘A tension exists between staff on the value of form time. Most would like to see it abolished/revamped which places creative arts in peril at this time. Possible reform in 2019.’ (Appendix C). All these fell within the first, but arguably most important, target of making form time meaningful and constructive. It is understandable that strategies can initially seem positive until their full effects are seen over the course of time but from my own observations, I was shocked to see such critical comments especially in the context of the tutors’ feelings. Tutors’ qualms surrounding the value of form time is not a new phenomenon – research dating back to the 1980s found that many tutors only saw their role as ‘collecting information about concerns and marking the register’; form time used beyond this purpose was irrelevant (Gray, Miller and Noakes, 2013). The fact that this attitude is still prevalent, however, is disconcerting; in forty years, one would think that an appropriate solution to a meaningful form time would have been found and attitudes would have aligned but this is not the case. In some respects, this highlights the need for a SIP since attitudes around education and what is best is constantly evolving – what is today’s news is tomorrow’s history. In my experience, the tutor of my form was very pro-active in wanting to deliver a meaningful form time but the pupils’ lack of interest and engagement was always a consistent brick wall. This may be because they were year 11 who are often less motivated and more reluctant to engage with PSHE, especially when compared to year 7s, for example. Ultimately, for form time to be meaningful there needs to be co-operation but without this, form time will always fall short in its aims and become meaningless. The following section will attempt to give some future recommendations which can help to initiate a more positive form time which is meaningful and constructive.
In light of what was written in the progress review above, it is difficult to suggest if there are any future changes that could have an impact. What appears to be needed are not any provisions per se but rather a change in attitude. Achieving this, however, is a lot more challenging especially when the sentiment that form time has no value is shared by pupils and tutors alike. How can this perspective be shifted to something more positive? One possible idea is to have more pupil input. The main problem that I observed during the PSHE sessions was the lack of engagement from pupils in spite of what I would consider captivating topics. If pupils were given the choice to present topics of their own choosing, more interest might be sparked throughout the class. The potential benefits of this are two-fold – from the pupils’ perspective, having the freedom to present something that interests them and perhaps affects them personally can be an exciting prospect; it can subside the idea that form time is not fit for purpose by making it relevant and pupil-led. From the tutors’ perspective, this reduces their workload and can give them more time to do other meaningful tasks; a payoff for the remark that they are ‘frequently given extensive duties to be undertaken in unrealistic amounts of time’ (Gray, Miller and Noakes, 2013). Furthermore, it can also help build rapport as the presentations would give tutors an opportunity to learn more about their pupils. In one respect, this shifts the power away from the tutor to the pupils but in no way does it diminish any pastoral responsibilities held. As a consequence, the role of the tutor would still be made to feel important and a necessity within the school’s structure. However, within school A, and likely many other schools, PSHE has only accounted for one day of the week so whilst this could see an energized revival of form time, it may be too limiting. Having already explored the advantages and disadvantages (Hramiak and Hudson, 2011), one other possible solution is a total restructuring of the form groups, from a horizontal one which is used at present, to a vertical one (Adams, 1989). Of course, this is a lot more drastic but such a big change could cause a positive buzz which enthuses pupils across the year groups to integrate successfully. This could see form time valued more by pupils since this would be the only time of the day, outside of extra-curricular activities, that they could mix with pupils from other years. Although this does not solve the issue of tutors who are against form time, it would hopefully appease the majority pupils who could then give feedback saying that form time is meaningful and useful, thereby realizing the intended outcome as an actual one (Appendix B).
In conclusion, this essay has aimed to demonstrate the importance of strategic planning by exampling a real-life SIP. It became clear early within the essay that producing a SIP requires a lot of time and effort but, if done correctly, is essential to the school’s future prosperity. In order to demonstrate this further, form time and the role of form tutors was focused on as an area of development within the SIP. The literature showed that form tutors are tasked with many important roles and that form time should be a valuable asset to the school. However, in the context of school A, despite putting many provisions in place to meet their target in ensuring form time was meaningful and constructive, the feedback showed that the opposite was true. This highlights another important task that a SIP is used for – continual reviewing of targets to ensure their success. The essay finally ended by having suggestions put forward at how negative attitudes surrounding form time could be changed. Overall, this small sample of the SIP has shown clearly just how important strategic planning is; it has ultimately indicated how strategic planning should be used effectively and to what purpose.












Appendix A
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A table exampling the consistently high grades of School A against other sectors.

(My Local School, 2018).



Appendix B

Word document of the SIP emailed to tutor.



Appendix C

PDF document of the SIP emailed to tutor. 
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