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On 10 October 2012, the then Minister for Education and Skills launched the national 
implementation plan Improving schools, which sets out our expectations and aspirations 
for improving our education system. 

The Secondary School Banding system helped identify which schools should be 
supported. During 2012/13 schools in Bands 4 and 5 received additional financial support 
of £10,000 and many schools provided with support demonstrated improvements. Band 4 
and 5 schools have seen an increase in learners achieving the Level 2 threshold 
including a pass at grade C or above at GCSE in English or Welsh First Language and 
mathematics of roughly five percentage points in 2012. Band 1 schools have seen a 
decrease in learners achieving the Level 2 threshold of roughly three percentage points 
in the same period.

We want to identify lessons learnt from Band 1 schools that have maintained high levels 
of performance and Band 4 and 5 schools that have improved that can be shared to 
inform the improvement journey for other schools.

This focus on improvement and progression is vital if we are to secure improvements 
across the education system. 

Why is this review being undertaken?
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What does the data tell us?

Banding information published on 18 December 2012 along with the 
statistical release for GCSE examination results in Wales also published in 
December 2012 tells us that:

 61 out of the 79 Band 4 and 5 schools last year saw improvements in the 
percentage of learners achieving the Level 2 inclusive

 schools identified as Band 5 schools in 2011 have seen the overall 
percentage of learners achieving the Level 2 inclusive increase from 36.0 
per cent in 2011 to 41.8 per cent in 2012

 Band 4 schools have seen the overall percentage of learners achieving the 
Level 2 inclusive increase from 41.7 per cent in 2011 to 46.5 per cent in 
2012

 Band 1 schools have seen the overall percentage of learners achieving the 
Level 2 inclusive decrease from 63.2 per cent in 2011 to 59.8 per cent in 
2012

 of the 29 schools in Band 1 last year, 12 remain in Band 1 for 2012.
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What is the scope of this review?

 This review was carried out by the School Standards and Delivery Division in 
partnership with officials from the School Management and Effectiveness Division of 
the Department for Education and Skills.

 The review analysed data to draw out initial hypotheses.

 It sought to test the hypotheses by visiting a sample of 15 schools that have improved 
from their 2011 Band 4 or 5 position in 2012 and four schools in Band 1 that have 
maintained improvements in 2011 and 2012.

 The report of the review identifies:
 what worked in the improving schools
 six interlinked and interdependent themes for success – Leadership; Higher 

expectations for learners; Pupil tracking and data; Planning for
improvement; Curriculum; and Parental engagement

 case studies
 recommendations.
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What worked in the improving schools?

 There were explicit high expectations for all learners.

 A clear identification of the need to implement action at pace.

 Explicit action in strategic planning for improvement, with clear leadership in 
identifying, setting and working to priorities. Where needed this included a tight focus 
on a smaller number of priorities to maximise learner outcomes.

 The above approach had the full buy-in of the senior leadership team and middle 
management. Clear follow through actions were set in place across the whole school.

 Concentration on effective pupil tracking, tackling under-achievers across the board 
as well as C/D borderline learners to improve outcomes. 

 Knowing and understanding data and using it effectively to set learning and teaching 
targets which translate into improved learner outcomes.

 Effective use of appropriate interventions informed by robust pupil tracking data. In 
Band 1 schools these tended to be embedded into the cycle of continuous school 
improvement.
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Leadership

 In Band 1 schools improvement was perpetual and strongly embedded. Priorities were clearly 
communicated by means of actions, expectations and timeframes which were actively monitored. 

 In the former Band 4 and 5 schools there was an identified and urgent need for change. This 
drove action to be taken at pace with clearly communicated priorities and a plan for delivery.

 Energy and effort was focussed in driving a common understanding and consistency of message 
in communicating priorities; responsibilities; and actions. The expectation to deliver improved 
outcomes was explicit. Schools developed different approaches to ensuring consistency – all 
approaches involved key staff at senior and middle management with follow through across the 
school.

 Middle management and in some cases a wider leadership network was actively engaged in 
working in a joined up way and were held to account for delivery of improved outcomes. This 
method of operating was fully embedded within Band 1 schools but was also evident in the former 
Band 4 and 5 schools. 

 Arrangements for communicating and monitoring outcomes across the school were regular and 
planned with a clear purpose and focus on improvement. There was clear follow through in 
engaging and holding staff to account in delivering school improvement.

 Band 1 schools reported that performance management and a focus on improving pedagogy was 
integral to improvement. Learner, class and department outcomes were monitored alongside 
lesson observations. Progress was tracked to improve assessment and raise standards with clear 
expectations, accountability and appropriate challenge. 

 Leadership is further elaborated in the case study which follows.
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Case study: Leadership
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Case study: Leadership (continued)
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Higher expectations for learners

 Learners knew their current performance, their targets and what they had to do to achieve their 
potential. This was communicated to them in a way that they understood and could engage with. 
This included mentoring and individual one-to-one discussions with learners; the staff involved 
varied but, included subject teachers, heads of year, heads of department, pastoral leads and in 
some cases senior leaders. 

 All staff were aware of the current performance and targets for their learners and consistently 
communicated high expectations.  

 Learners’ current performance, targets and in some cases predicted results were communicated 
to parents/carers. As well as regular reporting, often termly or half-termly in learners’ planners, a 
number of schools reported direct engagement and targeted work with parents/carers. 

 A number of schools actively engaged learners in understanding the data and targets against 
which the school was monitored. In doing so the link between the schools targets and the impact 
of each individual’s results was made clear – creating in a positive sense the benefit for learners 
and the whole school.

 Early entry was carefully considered as part of a planned strategic approach to improvement 
pushing beyond and not settling for a C grade.

 Learners knew that the school had high expectations for them and that they were cared about as 
individuals. For vulnerable learners (both higher and lower abilities) this often involved regular 
feedback and positive reinforcement.

 Schools identified specific interventions to support learners sometimes demonstrating both an 
individual and innovative approach to securing funding and/or the circumstances to make this 
happen.

 Higher expectations for learners is further elaborated in the case study which follows.
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Case study: Higher expectations for 
learners
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Case study: Higher expectations for 
learners (continued)
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Pupil tracking and data

 Effective use and interpretation of data was essential. There was a clear understanding of the vast 
amount of data available and that which was relevant and meaningful was identified and used 
well. 

 Understanding the data led to consistency and rigour in use, interpretation and monitoring the 
progress of individual learners, whole classes and subject areas.

 Better informed target setting followed clearer understanding and more effective use of data, 
leading to higher expectations and earlier identification of issues.

 There was an expertise in knowing, understanding and using data effectively. Responsibility for 
the interpretation of data and target setting varied with different models reported as working 
successfully. In some cases an individual with particular expertise would initially analyse and 
interpret data, which was then cascaded and owned by all. In other schools responsibility for the 
initial analysis and interpretation varied. In some cases this was completed by small teams, in 
others this was delegated to departments with challenge and rigour provided to departments by 
the leadership team. 

 All staff understood and used data effectively. It was vital for sophisticated pupil tracking that all 
staff understood and used the data, this can not depend on one person. Many schools 
implemented a Venn diagram system for tracking the read across in mathematics and 
English/Welsh. This allowed schools to target learners who were likely to get mathematics but not 
English/Welsh and vice versa. Some schools also identified the read across with science.

 Systems were established to enable access to real time, up-to-date information.
 Further and more detailed information on pupil tracking is contained within the Effective Pupil 

Tracking Priority Review.
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Planning for improvement

 There was no single solution. However, robust ownership, leadership and 
accountability in planning for, monitoring and following through improvements were 
vital.

 Schools were at different points in the improvement journey. Priorities varied from a 
single or tight focus in Years 10 and 11 (usually on mathematics and/or 
English/Welsh) through to complex whole-school approaches involving all staff. 

 In the former Band 4 and 5 schools there had been an identification of agreed 
priorities – moving away from ‘fire fighting’, leading to sustaining improvement as the 
focus. There was a school-wide understanding of the priority areas.

 Effective pupil tracking from Year 9, and in some cases from Year 7, through to Year 
11 was evident, tackling underachievers as well as borderline learners with an explicit 
articulation of high expectations for learners at all ability levels.

 In a number of schools and particularly (but not only) in Band 1 schools,  
improvement and interventions began in Key Stage 2 working with primary schools 
and Years 5 and 6 to prepare for entry in Year 7.

 Many schools commented that the School Effectiveness and Pupil Deprivation Grants 
were essential. The main identified benefit of the Band 4 and 5 funding was that it 
was flexible. A number of schools used funding to secure additional staff or for supply 
cover to free up key staff to work in smaller groups or with particular learners.
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 There were two aspects identified: the pedagogical, such as changes made to 
teaching that supports learning differently and engaging learners in that process; and 
resources, such as flexibility in delivering learning in smaller groups.

 Flexibility in the curriculum came in a variety of ways from releasing learners to focus 
on a smaller core of subjects, through to completely individualised learning 
programmes. In some cases this involved external partners and the school in 
delivering joint programmes which were owned by the school.

 Schools identified their most vulnerable learners and had adapted the curriculum to 
meet their needs. While this required effort and commitment from staff and learners, 
the positive impact went beyond improving outcomes for individual learners.

 Some schools had developed opportunities in using literacy and numeracy to make 
links across subject areas and increase opportunities for staff to work together.

 All schools had developed a system to map and manage the read across in 
English/Welsh and mathematics. In some cases the read across was far broader with 
collective department meetings where staff worked together to ensure learners 
achieved the Level 2 inclusive. There was a clear focus on increasing opportunities 
for learners to achieve.

 Schools recognised the strengths and skills of teachers and support staff and used
resources flexibly to best match learners’ needs.

 Flexibility in the curriculum is further elaborated in the case study which follows.

Curriculum
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Case study: Curriculum
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Case study: Curriculum (continued)
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Case study: Curriculum (continued)
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 Effective communication was the priority.
 Parents/carers were regularly informed of learners’ performance and their 

targets. 
 A number of schools reported focused engagement with parents/carers, 

empowering parents/carers to help including: 
 providing subject support to understand the specifics of what is involved/ 

required to achieve a C grade
 providing subject specific classes for parents/carers on how to support 

revision.  
 Communication with parents/carers was also reported as critical on issues 

such as:
 raising learner self-esteem
 celebrating success at all levels
 targeting learner apathy.

 It was clear that parental engagement was important, however this review 
was not able to give sufficient time to identify the detail of success in this 
area. 

Parental engagement



19

Recommendations

 School improvement and planning for further development must be a continuing priority. In order 
to be sustainable this must be embedded. 

 Planning for improvement must be implemented with pace and purpose. 

 Effective leadership at senior and middle levels is essential to drive improvement. The leadership 
role of teachers should be developed strategically as part of a shared vision for leadership 
throughout the school.

 Aspirations for improvement must be explicit and linked to individual learners’ needs, with targets 
communicated to learners and parents/carers in a way that they understand and can engage with.

 Expertise in considering the wealth of data available, owning and analysing what is useful is 
critical and must be cascaded throughout the school into an effective pupil tracking system. 
Teachers and middle leaders, as well as the senior leadership team must be proficient and 
consistent in using that system to target appropriate support to learners.

 There should be planned arrangements for communicating read across between subject areas. As 
an absolute minimum this should be in the read across between learners who are likely to get 
mathematics but not English/Welsh and vice versa. This could be through regular timetabled 
meetings between heads of departments. The arrangements for mapping and monitoring read 
across are essential and should be easily accessible, such as the Venn diagram approach.
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Thanks to all the schools who gave their time to 
participate in this Priority Review.

Alun School Brynteg Comprehensive 
School

Caldicot School

Castell Alun High School Coedcae Comprehensive 
School

Cwmtawe Community 
School

Dyffryn School Gowerton Comprehensive 
School

Pencoed Comprehensive

Rhyl High School Risca Community 
Comprehensive School

St Alban’s R C High School

St Julian’s Comprehensive 
School

Willows High School Ysgol Greenhill School

Ysgol Gyfun Cwm Rhymni Ysgol y Berwyn Ysgol Uwchradd Bodedern

Ysgol Uwchradd Tregaron
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