This portfolio will reflect on the role of the educational practitioner in primary schools, including how they support and develop learning. The portfolio will discuss current policies and research on contemporary pedagogical practices, critically looking at how learners’ wellbeing and the pupil voice can be enhanced and supported within a school.

The role of the practitioner
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Description automatically generated]The Welsh government (2015) states they have implemented the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1986), as the centre of their work for children and young people in Wales, which is summarised in the Seven Core Aims for Children and Young people (Figure 1).

Figure 1 – Seven Core Aims for Children and Young people: modified from the Welsh Government (2015)

Educational research strongly suggests that all educational factors, and classroom teaching strongly impact on pupils’ learning (Estyn, 2018). There is significant number of  evidence suggesting that the most effective teachers are five times more effective with their pupils, than teachers who are least effective. (William, 2016; p35 cited in Estyn 2018)

The Welsh Government recently updated professional standards for teachers in Wales,  putting effective teaching at the core of school improvement, as the driving force for school leaders (2017a cited in Estyn 2018). Professional standards help raise the standards of teaching, expanding the knowledge of practitioners and their values, as well as aiding learning in Wales (The Welsh Government, 2011). Specifically, standards include: understanding differing needs, building rapport with pupils and their carers, and setting appropriate but challenging goals for their pupils (the Welsh Government, 2011).  Furthermore, not only the pupils themselves but also their carers should be involved in monitoring the pupil’s progress (the Welsh Government, 2011). Standards also incorporate: development and wellbeing, working with support staff, other professionals and professional network communities, reflecting on their practice, and having high expectations with regards to the Welsh Lanuage (Welsh Government, 2011).

Brofenbrenner introduced the Socio-Ecological Model (SEM) in the 1970s to broaden our understanding of human development (Kilanowski, 2017). Bronfenbrenner’s initial theory was demonstrated with the individual at the core of his model, surrounded by nesting circles which represent various systems (Kilanowski, 2017), (Figure 2). The model outlines that the strongest influence on the individual is from the microsystem, which influences their relationships and immediate surroundings (Kilanowski, 2017; Figure 2). The circles surrounding the microsystem are: the meosystem which includes direct associates including their school, work, church and neighbourhood, the exosystem which impacts the individual through both negative and positive ‘interactive forces’ including their community, contexts and social networks and then the macrosytem includes religious, social and cultural values and influences, respectively (Kilanowski, 2017; Figure 2). In revised models, the chronosystem is added as the outer layer and contains elements of time and historical context, including the influence of policies (Kilanowski 2017).

Practitioners are advised to view the ‘whole child’, including their life outside of the classroom, and their circumstances, so they can support their learning the best they can. If for instance the child is absent for long periods of time due to an on-going illness, implementations need to be put in place to ensure the child access the same opportunities as their peers and does not fall behind due to these circumstances. Outside agencies may be involved, who the practitioner would need to work closely with, as well as the child and their parents/carers.
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Figure 2- Socio-Ecological Model of Human Development, Bronfenbrenner (1979)

How can practitioners support the individual learner?

In an educational context, the term ‘voice’ signifies the beliefs, perspectives, values, opinions, and cultural backgrounds of people in a district, school or school community, particularly students, teachers, parents/carers and local citizens (The Glossary of Education Reform, 2014). It is vital to listen to, consider and include the pupils’ voices, especially when significant decisions are being made that could impact those involved (The Glossary of Education Reform, 2014). Common variations are the voice of students, teachers and parents (The Glossary of Education Reform, 2014). Voices include those with are: formal i.e. school councils, informal, involving others in decisions will impact them, instructional through the individual’s environment and what is offered to them, cultural which reflect on the diversity within their work, and then evaluative which provides students with an opportunity to give feedback to make effective changes in the future (The Glossary of Education Reform, 2014).
We need to ensure the voice of pupils is heard (The National Assembly for Wales, 2006). This could be implemented by allowing children to have an active role while making decisions where possible (The National Assembly for Wales, 2006). The child's enriching maturity should reflect the ways in which children participate (The National Assembly for Wales 2006; cited by the Welsh Government 2016).
​How can practitioners support and develop learning inside the classroom?
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Description automatically generated]Everyone has a right to education. The new curriculum 2022 in Wales, aims to provide consistency throughout schools in Wales by ensuring all children and young people are getting the same education. It could be argued that the new curriculum guides schools to develop their own curriculum,  causing too much variation between schools. Specifically, the new Curriculum 2022’s four purposes are for children to be: ambitious, capable learners (Figure 3); enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals (Figure 3).
Figure 3 - The Four Purposes: modified from the Curriculum for Wales (2022)
Educating children about identity and culture is vital, as it helps pupils to recognise that discrimination and exclusion is unacceptable, and understanding of the importance of valuing peers, respecting different religions, beliefs and celebrations (The Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills, 2008). The new Curriculum for Wales 2022 aims to enable children and young people to build tolerance and become more accepting of others. The new curriculum states misleading information may have been influenced from society, media, parents/carers or other people around them. Practitioners should support the promotion of identity and culture, by providing books from a variety of authors in their classroom, representing a variety of people in a positive way. This could also include songs and poems. Pupils should also be given chances to discuss special events that have happened outside of school with their friends and family, and be able to celebrate external achievements. Schools should have a zero-tolerance bullying policy and practitioners should ensure this is implemented within the classroom and also implement ‘golden rules’ for the classroom; to promote respect. Everyone should be aware of these ‘golden rules’ and the consequences of breaking them. 
There is little guidance provided on how practitioners should implement global education into practice; most books either offer schools guidance on developing a global learning environment, with very little information on why it is important, or  purely focus on why global education is important without any guidance on how to implement it into practice. Klein (2016; Longview Foundation 2008; OCED and Asia Society 2018; Tavanger and Madric – Morales 2014; UNESCO 2015-2017, cited in Reimers 2020). A reason for global education failure is due to the fact that it is only partially being implemented into practice (Reimers, 2020). This is unlikely to be implemented into practice if there isn’t any support given to teachers to develop the necessary skills to teach it (Reimers, 2020). 
In theory, there is a general desire to ensure that all pupils are given an opportunity to learn (Blatchford and Webster, 2018), despite this, the educational outlook for pupils with SEN (soon to be referred to as Additional Learning Needs (ALN) in summer 2023) is worrying as those with SEN have an increased risk of exclusion, poverty, mental health issue, reduced life span and employment (0’Brien, N.D).

Classrooms tend to be colourful, displaying children’s work alongside visual learning aids such as educational posters, intended  to create a positive and stimulating environment (Hanley et al, 2017). Displaying children’s work can increase their self-esteem (Maxwell and Chmielawsk 2008 cited in Hanley et al 2017), however, recent evidence suggests that colourful displays impact children’s attention negatively, disturbing their learning in the classroom (Maxwell and Chmielawsk 2008 cited in Hanley et al 2017). Barrett et al (2015 cited in Hanley et al 2017) suggests that ‘high visual aids’ could impact a child’s focus in the classroom, also impacting their learning, focus and their ability to absorb information given, which are all fundamental for learning in the classroom and children’s overall academic achievements (Erickson et al cited in Hanley 2017). 

Pupils with SEN will be particularly affected by the class size; smaller classes enable help to be given to those who need it, as well as resulting in pupils receiving more individual attention and increasing concentration (Finn et al cited in Blatchford and Webster 2018). Attainment groups are a common tool for school educators who often believe that teaching a narrower range of ability is more successful or efficient, however there is not any evidence supporting this (Finn et al cited in Blatchford and Webster 2018). While attainment groups may be beneficial for higher achieving pupils, they can have a negative affect on other pupils; such as decreasing their self-confidence and learning (Ireson et al; Peacock, Taylor et al; Francis et al cited in Blatchford and Webster 2018). I agree with this as it is almost as if the children are in a ‘special’ school’, which defeats the goal of trying to ensure pupils with SEN stay in mainstream schools.

Mainstream schools tend to be more inclusive for pupils with SEN when there is an  increase in support based staff,  for example teaching assistants. (Blatchford, N.D). School leaders have agreed with this and believe that an increase in teaching assistants will ensure inclusion policies are met (Blatchford, N.D).

Children are considered to have SEN if they need a special educational provision to be made for them because of a learning difficulty (The Welsh Government, 2016). Children are considered to have a learning difficulty if they: find it harder to learn than the majority of children of the same age, unable to access educational facilities, are at risk to fall into one or more of the above if special educational provision was not implemented for them (Section 312 of the Education Act 1996) (The Welsh Government, 2016).
Pupils who have ‘additional learning needs’ are identified as having ‘additional learning needs’ are identified as having needs beyond their classmates (Estyn, 2013). Learners with severe, complex and specific learning difficulties, set out within the Education Act 1966 and SEN code of practice for Wales are defined as having ‘special educational needs’ (Estyn, 2013). Estyn (2013) states it is a subcategory within ‘additional learning needs’. Pupils are classed to have additional learning needs if they have: a disability, special educational needs, medical needs, have emotional, social and behavioural difficulties and/or mental health needs (Estyn, 2013).
Pupils who belong to vulnerable groups including: asylum seekers and refugees, gypsies; Roma and travellers, children of migrant workers, more able and talented, children and young people looked after by the local authority, with health care needs, pregnant, young offenders and young carers, are more likely to also have additional learning needs, Estyn (2013).
The additional learning needs (ALN) transformation programme was developed by the Welsh Government after stating they aim to improve expectations, experience and outcomes for children and young people with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) (The Welsh Government, N.D). The programme merges the current separate systems for SEN in schools and learning difficulties and/or disabilities (LDD) in further education,  through which the Welsh Government hopes to create a unified, simplified system for supporting learners aged from 0 to 25 with ALN. The system aims to help to increase focus on listening to the pupil voice believing their voice should always be considered whilst planning, as well as their parents/carers’ voices (The Welsh Government, N.D) Alongside this, there aims to be increased collaboration and sharing of information, between agencies (The Welsh Government, N.D).
The Welsh Government (N.D) states 23% of all learners in mainstream schools in Wales have SEN and the overall academic attainment of learners with SEN is poor compared to the rest of the learner population, therefore, the system aims to help planning become more ‘flexible and responsive’, whilst ensuring professionals have the skills needed, as well the  confidence to identify pupils’ needs, and deploy strategies to help break down barriers preventing pupils from learning (The Welsh Government, N.D), a timeline of how the ALN transformation programme will be implemented, which aims to fully implement in summer 2023 (Figure 4) (The Welsh Government, N.D).
The transformed system aims to: enable all learners with ALN as able to reach their full potential, improve planning and support for pupils with ALN and to recognise the importance of identifying needs early on.
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Figure 4 - ALN implantation timeline from the Welsh Government (N.D).
Inclusion is defined to be a process through which all pupils can access ‘common opportunities’ which have been adapted to meet their needs, ensuring they fully belong to the community (The Welsh Government, 2016). Active involvement is required, of all people concerned and schools to adapt their environment and their way of responding to meet these (The Welsh Government, 2016). Almost all children and young people can be included in mainstream schools, if the right support, training and strategies are put in place, however, in certain circumstances this may not always be best for the child or young person (The Welsh Government, 2016). Nevertheless, if not in mainstream schools, this should not mean the child is excluded in the future, and there should be opportunities to interact with peers in mainstream schools (The Welsh Government, 2016). The majority of children and young people will require extra support at some point in their education, and this could include extra support with a specific subject or due to a short term absence due to a long or short term illness (The Welsh Government, 2016). Children from families in difficult circumstances are often disengaged from school; these circumstances may include: abuse, bereavement, threats of forced marriages or other traumatic events (The Welsh Government, 2016). School staff need to be sensitive to consider other areas in their pupils’ lives (The Welsh Government, 2016).
​The new Welsh curriculum encourages partnership between everyone who has a part in the pupils learning, incorporating the learner themselves. The curriculum states the importance of identifying the individual’s background and their learning needs, as this allows the practitioner to have a holistic view of each pupil’s learning, allowing them to plan according to their individual needs.
How can practitioners support and develop learning outside the classroom?

Parents/carers are often a child’s first educators;  they are more likely to know their child better than anyone, so it is essential that practitioners work with them to support their learning inside and outside of the classroom. The child’s families socio-economic status, the home learning environments and their parents/carers’ expectations are thought to have the most influence on a child’s achievement (The Welsh Government, 2016). Schools in disadvantaged areas typically find it harder to engage with parents, which becomes even more difficult when parents/carers have insignificant literacy or English/Welsh language skills (The Welsh Government, 2016). ‘FaCE the challenge together’ is aimed to support partnerships working with families and communities, providing a toolkit of practical resources (The Welsh Government 2016). The resources within the scheme provide advice for schools, on how to implement a whole-school approach for ‘Family and Community Engagement’ (FaCE), and provides recommendations on how schools might ensure that everyone is accountable to maintain a positive partnership and encourages the use of one or more members of staff to help support a ‘whole-school approach’ (The Welsh Government, 2016). The National Children’s Bureau (N.D), states “In a whole school approach, wellbeing and mental health are everyone’s business”; this approach helps support early identification and intervention, improving staff wellbeing and development, having skills-based work for pupils but most importantly,  allowing us to focus on wellbeing. The National Children’s Bureu (N.D) states it has improved school behaviour, resulting in a decrease in fights, bullying, exclusions and absences. Please see figure 5 below for The National Children’s Bureau’s model on ‘Adopting a whole school [image: ]approach’.
Figure 5 – ‘Adopting a whole school approach’ model by The National Children’s Bureau (N.D)
Harris and Goodall (2007, cited in Harris and Goodall 2008:227-289) researched the concern for the lack of parental engagement in primary and secondary schools, despite evidence showing that parental engagement can help children and young people achieve. The research involved finding affective ways to engage parents in their child’s learning; this was done by gathering students and parents views. The research suggests that schools need to more flexible while dealing with parents, particularly parents working on shift work and those who have childcare difficulties, e.g. to arrange a convient time for a meeting according to their circumstances. Alongside this, Harris and Goodall (2007, cited in Harris and Goodall 2008:227-289), states commitment from schools and parents is fundamental for having parental engagement. Schools should reach out to parents: about the importance of learning, by ensuring they provide guidance and support to aid their child’s learning and to emphasis the important role they play in their child’s learning (Harris and Goodall (2007, cited in Harris and Goodall 2008:227-289)).

Despite this, there are other issues that could affect parental engagement such as: parents/carers not feeling welcome within the school community, their current financial situation, inability to communicate in English/Welsh or their lack of understanding on the importance of having an active role in their child’s learning inside school. Some parents may not be able to aid their child’s learning due to lack of English/Welsh reading and writing skills; workshops for parents/carers showing the way their child is taught to read and write could be beneficial for all.

Schools are thought to be accountable for the lack of parent partnership with lower class families due to subtly being less inviting and being less ‘catered’ to them (Larean (1987 cited in Avvisati et al 2010:759-778). Parents from other ethnic groups have limited knowledge about the education system, and are therefore perceived as being ‘problematic’, however this is a fault in school policies and their failure to consider ethnic diversity among parents (Crozier and Davies, 2007). On the other hand, practitioners cannot force all their parents/carers to have an active role in their child’s learning; but should encourage positive partnership and ensure policies are put in place so parents/carers can be involved if they wish to.

To encourage effective parent partnership, schools need to ensure they take into consideration the timings of parents evenings; are they arranged so parents can attend around their work or other commitments, or is there another opportunity for parents/carers to speak to their child’s class teacher/s if they are not able to attend? Are school events held at the school so parents are more likely to be able to attend; could a carpool be arranged if the event is not held in the school for those who live further away or are less likely to be able to afford to travel costs? Schools also need to take into consideration if parents/carers can afford or arrange childcare for the child during these events and  ensure any correspondence is given to parents in their first language, and ensure correspondence is available as hard copies so parents/carers who do not have access to the internet can still receive them, and provide these in various font sizes. Any information should be given verbally where possible as practitioners cannot assume all parents can read. The Welsh Government (N.D) has set up a toolkit providing guidance for schools in Wales to reinforce their approach to family and community engagement. This is part of the government’s FaCE the challenge programme (The Welsh Government, N.D).

Outdoor play has many benefits for a child’s development and education (Maynard and Waters (2007 cited in Maynard 2007). Children have the opportunity to explore themselves and the world around them when outdoors, in a way that they wouldn’t be able to inside the classroom (Bilton 2002; Ouvry 2008, cited in Maynard 2007); an example of this is children are able to experiment with different materials and sounds. Certain experiments can be done outdoors (Ouvry (2003, cited in Maynard 2007), such as investigating shadows and finding mini beasts (Bilton 2002 cited in Maynard 2007) while also being important for children’s physical development. Young children can also seek challenges in their play outdoors; such as risk taking and developing their independence, therefore, outdoor play could be perceived as fundamental for life skills (Stephenson (2003; p38 cited in Maynard 2007). The Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills (2008), further emphasises the importance of children exploring their natural environment, and this could include visiting a variety of places including: museums, business and places of work and art galleries to help children learn about their natural environment. 

Conclusion

Estyn (2018) and William (2016; p35 cited in Estyn 2018) There is differing evidence on the relative effectiveness of individual teachers. The Welsh Government (2017a cited in Estyn 2018) says the new professional standards for teachers, put effective teaching at the core of school improvement, aim to raise standards of teaching and to improve learner outcomes in Wales (The Welsh Government, 2011).Bronfenbrenner created the Socio- Ecological Model (SEM) in 1976. His theory was explained by nesting circles that place the individual in the centre, surrounded by various systems, emphasising practitioners need to view at the ‘whole child’ to support their learning the best they can (Kilnowski, 2017). Parent partnership is essential, as Harris and Goodall (2007, quoted in Harris and Goodall 2008: 227-289) show through research, but effective partnership is not being implemented in some schools, especially with parents who live in poverty.

There is an aspiration to ensure all pupils receive opportunities to learn (Blatchford and Webster, 2018) policies are put in place to ensure inclusion is implemented among pupils with SEN. Despite these policies, the educational outlook for pupils with SEN is worrying (O’Brien, N.D). Colourful displays of children’s work in classrooms and educational posters could impact children’s’ attention negatively (Hanley et al, 2017), particularly impacting children with ADHD (Maxwell and Chmielawsk 2008 cited in Hanley et al 2017). Smaller classes may help those children, potentially resulting in pupils receiving more attention (Finn et al cited in Blatchford and Webster 2018), but are not being implemented until secondary school.
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