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

Targets-
1) Read even more relevant books and journal articles when researching. – I have done more relevant research for this assignment.
2) Synthesise research into your writing to aid support of your key points. – I haver synthesised relevant research in order to provide support for my key points.
3) Continue to develop a critical approach throughout, offering the opposing view whenever possible. – I have tried to provide a more critical view where possible and showcase this.

Albert Einstein once said “I never teach my pupils, I only provide the conditions in which they can learn.”(McDonald, 2020, p.7) Driven by this quote, it is crucial to remember that learning is an active process, sometimes the best and most memorable learning experiences take place outside of the walls of the classroom. This can be seen in the restructure of the curriculum, where learning is still an aim, however focus is also given to the school environment (inside and outside), families, homes, communities etc.
In joint with this written assignment I shall be referring to the poster I have created about School X titled ‘Start At My Feet’, which outlines how the school works with families and the wider community. 
The founding thought of a school is that at the heart of everything is the learner; what they experience at home, within the community and in school, these interlink and can have both positive and negative impacts on the child, based on what each experience is, as detailed in Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (Pound, 2009). This has been seen in School X whilst on bridging, from lesson planning, pupils interests, pupil experiences and opinions, linking and working with home, accessing and building the community both locally and nationally, to the creation and implementation of policies. Others have critiqued Bronfenbrenner’s EST as this can be difficult to apply into practice, it is impossible to determine hierarchal importance, if all factors need to be considered. What affects one child, may not affect another in the same way. (Taylor, 2016) The EST does not provide detailed mechanisms for development.
Schools should acknowledge that each child learns differently and has unique attitudes toward learning (Pritchard, 2014). They should cater to diverse learning styles to maximise learning opportunities. 
The Curriculum for Wales (Hwb, 2020) emphasises cross-curricular learning through six Areas of Learning (AoLE’s). Its goal is to provide more opportunities for learners and involve students in shaping their own education. When planning the curriculum, schools consider individual circumstances, including developmental needs, support required and adherence to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 2020), School X, a pioneer school, collaborated with the Welsh government and other pioneers to develop this curriculum. 
School X holds a UNICEF Gold Award as a Rights Respecting School, recognising their efforts to uphold children’s rights. In 2023, they received Gold re-accreditation and a ‘Sustaining Gold’ award for their continuous commitment to enforcing children’s rights. The school prioritises pupil voice, integrating it into its ethos, curriculum and policies. Students engagement is ensured through the school council, class feedback, eco-council and a Rights Respecting Group, fostering empowerment.
The area around School X faces poverty issues, including rising unemployment, increased social renting and more families relying on benefits (Office for National Statistics, 2021). Not all children experience similar home lives due to the cost of living crisis, leading to diverse challenges. Poverty comes in absolute forms, lacking essential resources like food or adequate housing; and relative forms, comparing oneself poorly to others in society (Montgomery, Burr and Woodhead, 2007). School X actively addresses poverty’s impact, ensuring equal opportunities for all students in learning and experiences. Poverty affects various aspects of a child’s life, from missing breakfast to inadequate clothing, aligning with Maslow’s Hierarchy of Need (Dr. Kurt, 2020). Before Wales launched Free School Meal (FSM) for all students, 33% of pupils at School X were eligible for FSM, but this data may not accurately reflect the current national living crisis (Estyn, 2016). National efforts are underway to gather updated and relevant data in the year 2024.
In every class there is a snack trolley, outside of every classroom there are ‘needs trolleys’ which host uniform, children’s coats, shoes, adult clothes, toys, sanitary products, cleaning products, nappies, wet wipes etc. These can be accessed by any member of the community, including staff, no questions asked and not monitored. 
School X hosts a Flying Start provision for children aged 0-4 in areas affected by poverty. Recognising the significance of early experiences in a child’s development, this initiative provides opportunities beyond what some families can afford (Pembrokeshire County Council, 2023). Family Liaison workers conduct home visits before a child starts, aiming to overcome any reluctance or barriers some families may have due to past experiences or perceptions of the school. These visits revealed limited access to toys and books for many children, prompting the school to create a Toy Library. Additionally, the visits help identify young carers, parents who are illiterate hindering their ability to read school correspondence. The school also assists families in need, like one case where School X aided a family in applying for local grants and charity support, when it was noted during a visit that they had no carpet and some basic necessities. 
School X has initiated the DOCK Leaf project in collaboration with the local college. This project aims to help local re-enter the workforce by offering work-related experience, qualifications, support and guidance. It particularly benefits individuals who left school without qualifications or lack of work experience, thereby enhancing job prospects. This project showcases the school’s commitment to giving back to the community, serving as a valuable support hub. It has the potential to enhance families’ lives by providing methods of income.
Schools serve as sanctuaries, especially for children impacted by Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE’s), which can cause lasting effects such as toxic stress (CDC, 2021).By adopting an open-door policy, anyone from the community can raise safeguarding concerns to the school’s designated safeguarding lead, as safeguarding is everyone’s responsibility (Resource Centre, 2023).
Communities and schools now embrace more diversity, including refugee and asylum families. These families often endure various traumas and challenges, such as isolation, racism, a loss of network and standard of living, leading to psychological vulnerability (Hyder, 2005). Efforts are crucial to integrate these families, considering their potential lack of establishment, unfamiliarity of available services and language barriers. The English as an Additional Language (EAL) worker plays a vital role in this integration process. School X, as a ‘school of sanctuary’, actively promotes a culture of welcome and safety for asylum seeking and refugee families. A noteworthy example of School X’s respect and appreciation for these families was showcased in a celebratory assembly where refugee children from Ukraine, performed their national dance in front of the whole school; community, including their families and staff, whilst also livestreaming the event to their fathers serving on the front lines. 
A school serves as a vital hub within a community, offering a space for locals to gather, access resources and support children in thriving academically. School X supports children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) by hosting an ADHD Pathway in collaboration with the NHS, as well as flu vaccines being available to all staff and students. Allowing higher numbers to be seen in a day at the school, than what would be achievable at a medical setting. They engage various local entities such as emergency services, religious leaders and local companies, enriching students education through socially situated learning (Bates, 2023). The school also organises visits for students to experience and engage with the wider community, fostering experiences they might not encounter without school support.
Though it also bears in mind to recognise that not all families can afford trips; schools can collaborate with stakeholders and school groups in order to cover these costs. However it’s up to the schools discretion to determine if they offer this support to everyone, or circumstantially. Some schools cut costs universally, others case by case. This can raises the debate of equality or equity. Though another example of these funds being used, can be to ensure equipment is available, such as sports or musical, which can be loaned in order for students to pursue their own interests, ensuring no child does not receive the opportunity due to poverty barriers.
School X’s Mission Statement is “proud to be a community school, striving for success for all!” (School X website, 2023). Personal local knowledge reveals that School X in the past has had a negative reputation with the local community, families and carers were outspoken and avoidant of the setting, it was negatively referred to as the ‘blue school’. With the appointment of a new Head Teacher, a drive to reshape the school was initiated. The Head Teachers first response was to paint the school, removing the stigma around the name ‘blue school’, the Head Teacher then looked at ways to engage families, integrate the community, build bridges and present a welcoming atmosphere. It has become apparent through bridging days and my own experiences with the school in the past, how vastly it has changed. Staff are engaging and welcoming, families are visible and part of the school itself, the level of interventions and initiatives have increased exponentially, pupil engagement is visible, as well as the new curriculum in full affect. The level of effort and determination that has been taken to improve not only the image of the school, but the experiences of families, students and staff are inspiring. Showcasing how important it is now recognised that any school is not insular from a community, but is part of it and can be one itself. 
I agree that family engagement is an integral aspect of education. Collaborative efforts between school and families can lead to better academic outcomes for students (Gillani, 2022). I believe education has changed from the time when I was in school where home, community and school were seen as almost separate and not utilised as efficiently as it could be. Now it is recognised that children are the future and in the effort to make them ethically informed citizens of the world, with a diversity of experiences, knowledge and empathy skills, the utilising of family engagement, communities locally and nationally actively works towards achieving the 4 Purposes.
School communication at School X encompasses various methods, including notice boards, IT usage, conversations and phone calls. This communication not only involves families in their child’s educational journey, but also empowers children by allowing them to share their achievements with caregivers. Staff can relay any concerns about negative behaviour to parents and offer support. Considering some parents may be illiterate, the school ensures key information reaches them through verbal communication. 
Moreover, this communication approach enhances support accessibility for struggling families. School X employs a Family Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA), promotes events for families and shares information about local and national government support. The school regularly hosts events like Stay and Play sessions, toddler groups, parental workshops and community room activities within the school premises. These initiatives collectively aim to ensure that families are supported and collaborate effectively with the school, ultimately providing efficient support to children when needed. This ultimately recognises, that the atmosphere at home is crucial to a child’s well-being and attainability (GOV, 2023). 
Additionally, School X offers access to a community computer at the reception, catering to those without personal computer access. 
However there have been studies which critique the inclusion of the community within education, a study by Linda Dunne (Dunne, 2009) analysed prevailing discourses surrounding inclusion in education. The study questioned the notion of inclusion as a potentially normalising and universalising concept, potentially having hegemonic effects. It could be argued that in some case community could be an overfocus for a school, though this would then call into question how education and community is mitigated to co-exist. Personally I believe that School X has achieved this as a prime example; and as such emphasis on community oriented schools may be more required and beneficial in poverty areas.
The nurturing of a child involves the collective effort of a community, encapsulated by the famous adage ‘it takes a village to raise a child’ (Clinton, 1996), derived from an African proverb. This highlights how every individual interaction with a child can shape their outcomes, both positively and negatively. I shall endeavour to personally keep this in the forefront of my mind when teaching in future. 
With these insights I have explored, I aim to integrate both innovations and criticisms into my role within a school environment. I aspire to be an accountable member of the educational community, available and supportive to my students, colleagues and families. I understand the delicate balancing act between fostering a sense of community and ensuring academic achievement; and I aim to navigate this balance thoughtfully.
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