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Blog 1: A Changing World - Social Interaction and Citizenship in 21st Century Education  
The recent world events since the outbreak of the Coronavirus in December have left me critically challenging my own thoughts towards education. I have found myself becoming more reflective; perhaps even overly critical. Listening to the devastating worldwide news broadcasted daily, I began to develop an underlying fear that something profound is awaiting teachers and to question my practice and approach. What I did learn early on when faced with the imminent closer of schools, was that I needed to think creatively quickly; how was I going to support children and parents at this time? Perhaps a change in role, quite literally overnight, would mean a lasting change in my teaching philosophy.
My thoughts gravitated almost immediately towards theories of education and how they have evolved over time, and how so often they are intertwined. John Dewey, for example, applied the pragmatic philosophical thoughts of Charles Sanders Peirce to education and arguably changed the perceptions of how children learn best (Piedra 2018). He argued that knowledge should not be imparted but rather children learn through social interaction and engagement with the environment. He was in favour of a more naturalistic and democratic approach to learning (Piedra 2018). While this may seem feasible, I can’t help but question the restrictions to this theory in 21st Century Britain (Wilma 1984). Education, in line with a Deweyan approach, means that we have created an education system for the masses; one that focuses on social interaction with the intention of integrating children into a democratic society (Piedra 2018). This leads me to question how the principles intended by Dewey can support the health and wellbeing of children in 21st Century Britain?
Dissecting John Dewey’s theory is not my intention here. What I am interested in is considering the concept of social interaction and democracy in schools today and where these issues may lie in a few months from now when faced with the aftermath of this world pandemic.  Of course, no one can truly know how things will be, but arguably there is no better time to start thinking about ways to strengthen practice. Alexander has already pointed out that contemporary Britain is complex and that changes need to be made with regards to the ways in which teachers and pupils interact if we are to truly support their health and wellbeing (Alexander 2007). But how does and should this look in schools today? Prior to the Covid-19 outbreak, between 10-20% of children and young people worldwide experienced a mental disorder and one can only speculate that these figures will rise in the next few months (O’Reilly, Svirydzenka, Adams and Dogra 2018). These figures are alarmingly high, and more alarmingly still, is that schools themselves are “sources of stress, worry and unhappiness” for many children and young people (O’Reilly et al. 2018). It poses the question; has there ever been a greater need for teachers to consider the relationships that they have with their pupils; to re-evaluate the ways in which we communicate and interact with children and young people in order to support their health and wellbeing? It goes without saying that the ways in which we socially interact have changed considerably since Dewey first proposed his theory at the beginning of the twentieth century. We must also consider that children and young people are often criticised by adults for the ways in which they communicate and interact with the world around them; a world that we as adults constructed (Alexander 2007 and Cunningham 2006). Perhaps we need to challenge our attitudes and perceptions when it comes to children and young people’s ideas of what is important to them and their roles in society? Robinson proposes the best place to start is to connect with pupils, to maintain a genuine dialogue and to allow pupils the opportunity to be citizens (Robinson 2015). This would mean listening; truly listening to what matters to children and young people in their world.
[image: ]A must read for teachers is Creative Schools, in which Ken Robinson discusses in detail the need to revolutionise education in Britain and proposes that democratic societies depend on “informed citizens being actively engaged in how they are run and led” (Robinson 2015, pp. 72 &140). He highlights that rather than just talk about citizenship in schools, the skills of citizenship need to be learned and practised. As a teacher I have a responsibility to ensure that this happens. The introduction of the new curriculum, with its four purposes at its heart, means that citizenship should be all encompassing throughout the curriculum in Wales (Welsh Government; Draft Curriculum for Wales 2022: 2019). How does this currently look in Wales? We have pupil panels and school councils and schools work alongside UNICEF which are recognised for giving children a voice (UNICEF 2020). Despite these measures, all too often pupil input is gently manoeuvred to suit adult outcome (Jones and Welch 2013). As a result, these measures become what can only be labelled as tokenistic and do not support true citizenship.
John Dewey did state that “democracy has to be born anew every generation, and education is its midwife” (Dewey, cited in Robinson 2015 pp. 141). This means change; change in systems and change in attitude. For me, perhaps I’m preparing myself by asking these questions sooner rather than later. I feel there is no better place to start than to trust the opinions of children and young people as citizens in their own right and I am prepared to take the necessary risks to address the potential challenges we will face in the near future with regards to supporting their health and wellbeing?
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Blog 2: What lessons to learn from Italy during the Covid-19 world pandemic?
In my last blog, I shared with you some of the questions that I have asked myself over the past few weeks and the challenges that I have faced as a teacher from the offset of the outbreak of Covid-19. The closure of schools was imminent; we just didn’t know when it would happen. Waiting, of course, for the decision to be made by the Prime Minister, Boris Johnson, and, subsequently from the local education authority, we were advised to prepare home school packs for the pupils. The length of time that this would be for, no one knew. I busied myself with getting as many resources as I could for the pupils and parents, limiting the number of printed worksheets, and instead providing resources that could be used numerable times. But how long would this last?
                                             
[image: Chart showing Italy's daily death toll]
The news in Italy was devastating and we were being warned, on a daily basis, that we were just under two weeks behind reaching the type of devastation they were experiencing there (Johns Hopkins University statistics, BBC News 2020). 
At the time, most of us believed we were reasonably safe, as the worst affected groups were reported to be the older generation and those with underlying health issues. I could not help but feel deeply saddened for the people of Italy, the Lombardy region in particular; so badly hit by the unstoppable, undiscriminating coronavirus. This moved me, not only because I have family connections and a personal attachment to the county, but because of the respect and value placed on all generations in Italian society; young and old (Rinaldi 2006).
I pondered on this and my thoughts harked back to my degree years where I was first inspired by the philosophy of the worldwide renowned teaching philosophy of Reggio Emilia. I began to draw comparisons between education here in the UK and in the Reggio Emilia region of Italy and question how these two approaches might impact the health and wellbeing of children. I questioned the value of intergenerational learning and collaboration, and its effect on health and wellbeing. Were there any lessons to be learned during the one and a half week catch up we were inextricably forced to partake in, with regards to my school - less teaching?
We know that the fundamental philosophy of Reggio Emilia cannot be replicated as it far more complex than simply an approach to teaching and learning. Its core beliefs are deeply grounded in the value placed on each generation and their role in Italian society. This establishes the ethos in the environment before teaching and learning even begin. 
[image: ]In the inspiring book In Dialogue with Reggio Emilia, Rinaldi states that a genuine reciprocated dialogue is necessary between teacher, parent, and pupil in order to support pupil’s holistic development (Rinaldi 2006). She goes on to explain that a child’s society and community helps to shape children and young people, their values – and that every society defines its own childhood. This left me questioning both the relationship between teachers, parents, and pupils in schools in Wales and the world that we have constructed for our children and young people. We know that, due to a rise in mental health issues in children and young people, the current UK government is now committed to supporting the health and wellbeing of children and young people through the introduction of policies such as the 2015 Wellbeing of Future Generations in Wales Act (La Placa, McNaught and Knight 2013 and Welsh Government 2015). While this may be welcomed by many, O’Reilly et al. warn that this can only be achieved through multi-sector partnerships that include the wider community, families as well as the children and young people themselves (O’Reilly et al. 2018).
 If a genuine reciprocated dialogue is needed – are we ready to negotiate with parents, children, and young people? Is direct communication in the form of dialogue with parents and pupils the most essential step in supporting their health and wellbeing during the coronavirus pandemic? Parents packs and sending resources via email may play a part in supporting families while away from school, but, if we are to take anything from the teachings of Rinaldi; perhaps the first step to supporting health and wellbeing is to understand that a dialogue is not only about the exchanging of words but an opportunity to listen and an opportunity for transformation - to see things in a different way that help to support and make the changes that are necessary. This time of uncertainty may be the perfect time to start listening to parents, children and young people and to use methods that we have not used before.
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Blog 3 - Our Need to Connect – Intergenerational learning at its best!
[image: Digital Competence Framework Wall Chart and 'Postcard ...]The development and encouragement of the use of digital technology in the classroom has never been more dominant than it is now, here in Wales (Welsh Government 2019). The introduction of the Digital Competency Framework will help to ensure that ICT skills, as highlighted in the Wallchart created by the Welsh Government on the left, are used throughout the curriculum (Welsh Government 2019). This use of technology has become somewhat of a two-edged sword. On the one hand, it is an expectation for all children and young people to become competent users of technology and on the other, they are often criticised by adults for their overuse of technology and social media (Alexander 2007). These issues have been at the forefront of on-going debates surrounding the “toxicity “of childhood as a result of technology and social media (Palmer 2006). 
Interestingly, the outbreak of the coronavirus and its rapid spread in the United Kingdom meant that children, young people and adults alike were to embark on a journey of unchartered territory. Suddenly, we were faced with the challenge of adhering to government advice and guidelines and learning to live life in a newly restricted world. This meant social distancing from anyone other than your own household and leaving the home for “essential” purposes only; “essential” being slightly ambiguous at first - essential shopping, essential work, for example, proved to be somewhat difficult to define (Public Health Wales 2020). Social interaction and communication were suddenly restricted in ways that most of us who had not experienced a World War could testify. 
So, what of my own personal experiences? Hardly reliable research, but having spoken to friends, family and work colleagues and reading and hearing information in the media, I began to question who was coping with the most ease with the new restrictions, adults or children and young people? 
[image: ]I heard recounts of adults asking children and young people to help set up virtual forms of communication, such as FaceTime, WhatsApp or Skype so that they could communicate in a more personal manner. Suddenly, adults were drawing on the expertise of children and young people. This is not unchartered territory for most of the younger generations (Alexander 2007). Pre coronavirus, children and young people communicated in these ways and felt perfectly competent and comfortable doing so (De Choudhury 2014). It appeared that some of the older generation struggled with the social distancing rules and felt they desperately needed face to face contact with others. This became a growing concern for their younger counterparts. Maintaining social interaction was arguably proving to be somewhat easier for the children and young people.
[image: ]Boris Johnson, in a video posted on twitter, pleaded with the nation to adhere to social distancing rules in order to support the National Health Service and referred to the “wizardry of modern technology” as the tool to get us through this critical time (Johnson, cited in The Guardian 2020).  Personal accounts in the form of social media video clips and messages acted as reinforcement for the government campaign of social distancing. People who were experiencing the horrors of the virus first-hand sent personal messages; patients speaking out from their hospital beds and doctors and nurses recounting stories of recovered patients and their family experiences. Children have referred to Anne Franke’s experience of hiding during the war compared to the ease of comfort that we are enduring in quarantine in contrast. Grand children are contacting their grandparents to check whether they are adhering to the social distancing rules – perhaps as a result of the horror stories seen in Italy and Spain.
Times have changed and it seems that arguably so has the tide in terms of competency. Children and young people have information at their fingertips faster than we can look something up for consolidation in a textbook or a dictionary. In this situation, we are seemingly no longer the cleverest, the all-knowing, and the younger generation has certainly shown its vitality and competency in dealing with a new cultural phenomenon (Alexander 2007). Children and young people surpass adults in so many ways when it comes to technology.  Never has there been a more pertinent time in our lives to acknowledge the changes in the world. Adults largely have to keep up with the children and young people in a digital age. This is perhaps intergenerational learning like we have never experienced before. 
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