










ECAD4013 Learners, schools, and communities: Where am I learning?

Explain how opportunities and challenges in a school’s community influence teaching, learning, and other aspects of the school.
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The Glossary of Education Reform, (2019) states that the school community includes the various individuals, businesses, groups, and institutions that support the welfare of the school and the surrounding community. These businesses and groups may include flying start, the food bank, police, and churches. The school community is also made up of the parents and families of the children within the school, the pupils themselves and the school staff. Many opportunities within a school’s community can influence teaching and learning. Some examples of the opportunities are inviting the parents/guardians to become involved in the design of the curriculum and the school hosting a variety of clubs and groups.  However, there are also some challenges within the community which can impact the school. An example of a challenge the school’s community may face is a high level of deprivation within the local area and this is something that I observed when attending a bridging day at school A. These opportunities and challenges will influence the way that the school’s curriculum is designed and how teaching and learning are impacted.
The first opportunity I will discuss is involving families in the design of the curriculum. Schools A and B both feel that relationships are important within the school community and that gaining the family’s trust is paramount to helping the pupils thrive. Harris and Goodall, (2007) state that parental engagement is important for raising achievement in schools. When teachers work together with parents to improve learning, the level of achievement is significant. Allowing parents to have a say in their child’s education enables the school to meet the needs of the community more effectively. Most of the policies made by the school have an impact on the families, so to make sure they are effective, it is beneficial for the schools to consider the opinions and views of their community (Parentkind, 2022). Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological theory states that the relationships within a child’s microsystem can have an impact on the child’s feeling of belonging within the school (Zaatari and Maalouf, 2022). An example of a relationship within a child’s microsystem is between the parents and their school. A parent’s involvement with a child’s education within the home or at school increases the child’s motivation and sense of belonging. This could lead to the children having a higher attendance at school, an increase in their well-being, and higher achievement academically. 
Berry, (2019) states that through parent and teacher partnership, educators can learn more about the children they are teaching which can improve the interactions that they have with their class and therefore aid their teaching. The relationship between the parents and the school can be increased in many ways. The teachers can communicate with the parents regularly, whether that is an update on their child’s progress via the telephone or a conversation during home time. The school could also get the parents and families involved in a variety of ways including parent evenings, craft fairs, and questionnaires. School A use questionnaires as a positive tool to allow the parents to be more involved in the curriculum of the school. The questionnaires include questions such as ‘What do the school do well?’ and ‘What topics do you want the children to learn about?’. These answers are then taken into consideration and are then used in the development of the school’s curriculum. Another way that school A works with the community is that they host family learning sessions where parents can come into school and learn about different topics such as reading and how to help their children with homework (Estyn, 2017). This allows the families to be included in the child’s learning as the parents can carry on the learning at home and they will have a better understanding of the subject knowledge. There are also some challenges that the school may face.
Some schools may be situated in an area of high deprivation, which can lead to many challenges for the schools within that area. A study (McFarlane, 2022) found that 94% of people think that poverty affects children’s experience of school and learning. The areas that were most commonly noted as being affected were bullying, hunger, and poor mental health. It was recognised that many children living in poverty had little to no rest from the emotional stress caused by finances. Children in poverty may be unable to pay for trips or school meals and they may even get bullied for these reasons. McFarlane, (2022) states that some children who are experiencing poverty are not as likely to have equal opportunities to learn as they may be tired or too hungry to be able to concentrate. Abraham Maslow’s theory of the hierarchy of needs stated that for a human to be able to function effectively they need to have their needs met. He theorised that for a person to be able to feel safe and secure they need to have an efficient amount of water, food, warmth, and rest (Poston, 2009). Both schools A and B provide free breakfast for all children. This means that regardless of their family’s economic background, all children have their basic needs met with food and drink and all are given this as an equal opportunity. The children are more likely to concentrate and learn as they won’t be hungry or fatigued by the lack of food and drink. 
School A is situated in an area of high economic deprivation. They have recognised the challenges the community faces because of this and its implications on the children. They now have procedures in place to help tackle the issues it causes. As a school, they reached out to the community to donate various items that they could put in their community help yourself hub, which is situated within the school. The local community requested these items and suggested the products they struggle to afford. Some examples of the items include uniforms, story sacks, toys, numrecon, nappies, washing powder, and wipes. To aid the families further, they host sessions for the families to teach them how to use the numrecon to help carry on the learning at home effectively. The school also has help-yourself trollies in each classroom that are tailored to the appropriate ages of the children. Each class has a say in what different things they feel they need on their trollies. Some examples of the items provided are suncream, hats, scarves, drinks, snacks, and deodorant. For a child, not having these items may affect their physical and mental health. For instance, not having a warm hat in the winter months will make them cold and possibly unwell, which will affect their ability to learn. 
The Master Educator, (2018) states that social diversity is all the differences within a society, including culture, economic status, and religion. Children need to be taught about diversity and different cultures so that they can learn to celebrate and respect the differences in all individuals and realise we are all humans regardless of how we look, what we celebrate and what foods we eat (Penn State Extension, 2013). Depending on the area where a person resides the presence of cultural diversity will differ. For example, individuals from a rural community may not know people from different cultures, which may lead to anxiety and fear about visiting bigger towns and cities where the opportunity to meet people of different ethnicities is more likely. However, the new curriculum for Wales has a new element which is where the teaching of religion, values, and ethics (RVE) is now mandatory (Hwb, 2022). This allows children from all types of communities to learn about different cultures, religions, and ethnicities. 
Larger communities may have more cultural diversity and will have families from different countries and religions residing there. Schools A and B are in areas of high cultural diversity due to the larger population of people in the local community. This means that many children are attending the school who may be multi-lingual or practice different religions. This has meant that the schools have had to adapt their practice to accommodate these children. One challenge that the schools have faced has been the language barrier. Save the Children Fund, (2009) states that if a child cannot use their first language when learning, they will not be able to fully understand what they are being taught. These children may have low self-confidence due to not feeling understood because they may not be able to share their opinions, wants and needs due to not having a good understanding of the local language. The teachers may also struggle to deliver the curriculum to these children as they aren’t able to communicate with them effectively. 
The school can implement different strategies to help the children whose first language isn’t English. For example, the teachers could take the time to learn the different languages of the children within their school. This will aid in the teacher’s communication with the child and their families and allow a closer bond to develop between them. They could plan lessons to teach the other children in the classroom some phrases of the new language so that they can communicate together, and this will allow the child to feel included. Another strategy that the school could implement, is something that school A do regularly. They invite groups of multi-lingual children from the school and their families into the community room and partake in different activities together. This creates a bond between the school staff, the children, and their families. The parents will have the opportunity to talk with one another to share their experiences. One particular activity that they do in school A with these groups of children is cooking. They feel that this is an appropriate activity as it is an activity that can involve limited verbal communication so it can be easily accessed by all. 
As previously mentioned, both schools A and B are situated in highly populated areas meaning access to a variety of groups and clubs is beneficial. This is due to the increased number of children attending the school and their diverse needs, wants and interests, so having a variety of extra-curricular activities is needed to support the children. There are also higher numbers of parents and families in the school communities who may require different services and groups. Some examples of the types of groups the school host are Dad’s Lego club, parent/toddler group and weekly coffee mornings. Each club has a different focus, such as gardening or football and they aid the children’s development in different ways including physical and social development. To further help the local community, schools A and B have breakfast and after-school clubs that are either free or at a small cost (School A, n.d and School B, n.d). After-school clubs started as extra supervision for the children of working parents, but they now have more benefits (Learning Hive, 2023). These clubs help parents who work away and need additional childcare and due to the low cost or free admission, they help those families who are struggling financially (Learning Hive, 2023). School A funds its breakfast club using the money it received from the pupil deprivation grant (Estyn, 2017). School B host a variety of clubs and groups that are held during school hours. These clubs include football, gardening, choir, and film club. Having clubs during school hours allows the children to be a part of a social group and enjoy something that they have an interest in. Some children may not be able to stay after school to attend these clubs due to transport, so having them during school hours is another benefit.
Another way that School A supports the community is through the Dock leaf project. This is something that School A has implemented, and it has shown many benefits. It is a project which they offer to the community to train as learning support assistants and gain recognised qualifications (Estyn, 2017). They gain work experience within the school on a volunteering basis and work with the local college to gain the qualification (School A, n.d). This qualification is beneficial to the community as the volunteering hours can work around a parent’s childcare needs or other work commitments. This scheme impacts teaching and learning as the schools are employing more staff which will inevitably take the pressure off the teachers who may be overworked due to staff shortages. Another benefit to this scheme is that some of the staff they are employing may be parents of some of the pupils who may have been financially deprived due to lack of work. By being employed by the school they will have a new regular income from a job which may reduce the financial stresses at home that could have been impacting the child. 
To conclude, the number of challenges and opportunities presented to the school depends on the area the school is situated in.  Areas of high population can bring opportunities such as an increase in the need for clubs and groups. However, it may also lead to challenges such as having children attending the school who may not speak English as their first language and may struggle with learning as a result of this.  More rural communities may experience the opposite of this and have less cultural variation. A key opportunity that I have learned whilst completing my research is to involve parents and families in the learning.  Schools recognise that involving parents in the curriculum is beneficial as it develops the relationships between home and school. Furthermore, the parents as a community will feel they are being listened to and this will inevitably meet the needs of the community.  Involving parents in the curriculum is one of the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership. It states that ‘The importance of positive involvement of parents/carers and other partners is understood, and opportunities are taken to observe and evaluate processes’ (Welsh Government, 2019).  To achieve this when I am teaching, I will ensure that I build a positive rapport with the parents and carers of the children in my class and keep the parents regularly updated on what their children are learning in my class. I will invite the parents to discuss what areas of learning they want their children to develop to ensure that their needs and opinions are respected. 
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