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A Critical Analysis of inclusion strategies within the Foundation Phase (Wales)

The aim of this essay is to outline and define as well as critically analyse the inclusion policies and strategies set out within the Foundation Phase in Wales. To begin with, we will look at the definition of inclusion and what this means within the education system. This essay will address three different strategies which include the policy of free school meals, the use of free breakfasts for primary school children, thirdly the pupil development grant and its impacts in the Welsh Foundation Phase. The essay will critically analyse these strategies to see if they are effective when put into practice. 

It is important to consider the definitions of inclusion and take into account how it can be interpreted in different contexts. The term inclusion is often connected to the idea of special educational needs whereas this is just not the case. Qvortrup and Qvortrup (2017) details how inclusion concerns all children and their welfare and needs. Inclusion polices are put in place to ensure that all children, no matter their gender, religion, race, or socio-economic status receive equal treatment within education and a precedence is set for their academic and employment journeys. The Welsh Government policy document for Inclusion and Pupil Support (2016) details how schools and local authorities need to adapt current and existing policies to include and encourage the participation of all children of abilities and ages. The document details how each school should have specific personnel who push forward inclusion policies and help schools develop and improve. This document is not specific to the Foundation Phase however it does cover all compulsory age education in Wales which would count the children in the Foundation Phase and therefore the document would be used as guidance for all schools to ensure their educational environments are inclusive. The current draft of the Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales (2018) also details that all students with additional learning needs should be provided with the correct provisions to ensure that they can engage and participate fully in any school task or activity to be able to be included in their school community and reach their full potential. 

Firstly, the use of free school breakfasts for children is designed to ensure that all pupils have the chance to eat something before they begin school. The Welsh Government details in the Inclusion and Pupil Support document details that the Welsh Government recognises the importance of proper nutrition to children’s learning and health. Gouk and Morris (2020) report that often more than four in every ten children are living in poverty in Wales and the figures have been increasing over recent years. This could potentially mean that four in ten children do not have breakfast before they attend school each day. Brown (2020) details that breakfast is an important meal for children and those who are able to have breakfast better function in school. For those families who do not have access to consistent meals the free school breakfast strategy allows them the opportunity to have breakfast and be able to reach their full function first thing in the morning. To be able to match the other children who have the chance to have breakfast before attending school. They go on to detail how studies show that children who cannot do not have access to any kind of breakfast or suffer from hunger are shown to make more errors, have lower scores in tests, have a slower memory recall which can affect exams and tests and can show signs on academic and behavioural problems. 

The Welsh Government issued guidance for free breakfast in primary schools in 2014. The document states the importance of breakfast and how it is the most important meal of the day. Local authorities in Wales were given access to a grant that allowed them to provide free breakfast to all children in primary schools. It was seen that this would give all children a flying start in life. The document details that the breakfast should be available 30 minutes before the start of the school day. However, children who need the free breakfasts may not be able to attend school 30 minutes early and therefore would miss out on this opportunity. But it still leaves the question as to how can all children benefit? If children cannot get to school early, then they would not be able to have the free school breakfast and would then have to be hungry for the start of the day as if the free breakfast was available for longer it would interrupt the lessons at the beginning of the day. Therefore, this strategy is only effective if children are able to attend and access the school 30 minutes early. 

However, for those children who can have access to the free breakfast initiative and take full advantage of the opportunity it would allow them to have a nutritious diet and maintain their health and well being. The Free Breakfast in Primary Schools document published by the Welsh Government in 2015 details that all children who attend a school maintained by the local authorities should make use of this opportunity. This opportunity allows them to develop to the best of their ability and allow them to focus better on school and have a consistent diet available to them. 

Overall, we can conclude that the use of the free breakfasts in primary schools promotes inclusivity as it allows children to begin their day in the best possible way. It ensures that pupils are not left hungry throughout the day wondering when their meal will come. They can focus more on their academic studies and flourish through their academic journey. The strategy does like many others, have its drawbacks that will only improve over time with more reviews and evaluations to see where best it can be improved. 

Additionally, this essay will move onto to look at the effects of the free school meals strategy, which is much like the free breakfast strategy but covers break time food as well as lunch. Now more than ever we see the need and importance of free school meals as children have been forced to stay home due to the outbreak of coronavirus and the global pandemic that has hit 2020 and have missed out on their free school meals. The idea of this strategy is to ensure that no child goes hungry or feels withdrawn. To be able to have a hot meal a day is often something we take for granted and do not realise the importance until it is gone. For the children living in the poverty bracket in Wales it is a basic need that they do not all have the privilege of fulfilling. As in Maslow’s theory of Hierarchy of Needs details we need to fulfil our basic needs to ensure we can reach a higher level of growth. (McLeod 2020). Consequently, to be successful in cognitive development and to grow within the social community of schools it is vital that school meals be available for all children, regardless their circumstances. 

Free school’s meal being readily available in Wales is vital for the development of disadvantaged children. The free school meals strategy allows children to be in the position to focus on their academic studies as opposed to worrying about their next meal or the cost of their school meals. As mentioned previously there is research to suggest that there is a link between a pupil’s diet and their academic achievement. Burrows et al (2017) describe how essential it is for pupils to have a consistent diet as it helps the brain development and provides the energy needed to supplement the brain development. Without this brain development children can become unmotivated and fall behind in their school work which could leave them feeling more excluded from their peers or from the education system. Adequate energy is needed for this development and this energy comes from the consistency of a steady consistent diet that would be provided by the free school meals strategy.

This is an important inclusion strategy as it would allow children to eat a hot meal with their peers and not be left out due to financial barriers. If children could not afford a hot meal it could also result in bullying within the peer groups and could go on to cause children to become or feel excluded from their peer groups or school community. Burrows et al, (2017) details how important a consistent diet is for academic success. Students who have access to a consistent breakfast meal and a lunch meal are more likely to achieve higher in schools. This would promote inclusion by ensuring that children do not fall behind academically, and disadvantaged children have the same opportunity have the same as those children from more advantaged backgrounds. 

During the global pandemic and the closure of schools there was a concern that children who usually benefit from the free school meals strategy would miss out on this benefit and would ultimately end up falling behind in school studies and ultimately end up suffer from hunger. In the recent months there has been a lot of positive media coverage over the Welsh Government’s decision to ensure that free school meal provisions are available for children through school holidays as well as term time up until easter 2021. Education Minister Kirsty Williams (2020) released a statement confirming that more than £700K had been allocated to be used towards the strategy. Lancker et al (2020) states that the stress of food security could further cause issues with inclusion as children may feel anxious and become withdrawn from their peers. According to Child Poverty Action Group (2020) there are 129,000 children living in poverty in Wales and 70,000 of these are not eligible for free school meals due to their parents being in low paid jobs that take them just over the threshold for eligibility. The organisation details that if the eligibility for this strategy was expanded then it would improve the lives of those children who would benefit the most from the free school meals strategy. Parents who work to try to improve their children’s live can often end up worse off than those parents who do not work as they miss out on the free school meals which is approximately £400 per year per child, due to these families earning just over the threshold the families would also miss out on other inclusion strategies such as the Pupil Development Grant which can help families to buy school uniforms and other equipment. 

Overall, the free school meals strategy is important for inclusion as it ensure that no child is discriminated against by their peers due to a lack of funds to feed themselves, as well as ensuring that their development can stay on track with the right nutrients to grow and develop physically and cognitively. As Lancker et al (2020) describe the stress of food security and the impacts of that on a child’s attitude to learning, the free school meal strategy ensures that the pupils are able to focus and concentrate on their studies as opposed to worried when they will get their next proper meal. This ensures that pupils do not become withdrawn from their peer groups and they feel confident and happy to participate within their school community, therefore promoting inclusion. 

Furthermore, the next strategy that will be critically analysed is the pupil development grant. As mentioned in the previous section this grant is available to help families cover the cost of school uniform and other academic or sporting equipment each child needs for school. The pupil development grant was first implemented in 2012 with the aim to provide extra funding for schools to help children from more disadvantaged backgrounds reach their full potential. (Welsh Government 2019). The development is designed to help overcome the socio-economic gap in schools and reduce and stigma of those children who are from disadvantaged back grounds. 

As mentioned above the Pupil Development Grant is designed to give children from disadvantaged backgrounds the chance to step up and have an equal opportunity. The aim of the grant is for pupils to be able to use the grant towards school equipment and supplies as well as any uniforms or additional kits. This allows them to remain included within peer groups and to ensure that no bullying can occur due to a lack of equipment or having the wrong equipment. The Welsh Government (2015) published a diagram, (shown to the side) where the grant can be used to help benefit pupils within the foundation phase. This includes the effect that the grant can have on attainment and the eligibility criteria for the grant. 
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The Pupil Development Grant can also be used by schools to employ and facilitate third party or private help to ensure that inclusion is carried out effectively in schools. The third-party organisations can often be small such as Action for Children or Play Wales and additional funding may be required to fund activities that can be used to promote inclusion within the Foundation Phase in Wales. By ensuring that children have access to these extra activities they can become more comfortable with their peers and surroundings and it may encourage pupils to participate more in more school, ultimately improving and impacting inclusion. For example, the funding could be used by the school to employ a speech and language therapist who can work with and help individual pupils develop their speech, language and pronunciation which can reduce any future bullying or insecurity that may occur in the future. 

Some children are not aware of how the money is spent and therefore it can be difficult to determine the value of this strategy. Schools have systems in place to track all spending to some extent (Welsh Government 2019). The Welsh Government (2019) states that not all local authorities and school staff that are responsible for the grant spending and were clear about the role of monitoring the spending. Due to the relatively poor monitoring of evaluation of the grant, is it hard to determine its value and if it really makes an effective difference to inclusion within the Welsh Schools Foundation Phase. In regard to a whole setting or school approach using the Pupil Development Grant it is detailed that it is vital for schools to ensure that the development needs of the younger children are being met as these needs can differ hugely to those of older children in the school. Therefore, it may be difficult to use the grant in a way that fits a whole school approach due to the fact that it may not cater to the individual needs of those who need to make use of the grant the most. 

Overall, the Pupil Development Grant can be effective when used to access opportunities that may not be accessible and affordable for children from disadvantaged back grounds before. When used by parents to buy school uniforms it is effective to ensure that the pupil does not stand out negatively from peers which could results in bullying which would further cause more exclusion from their educational environment. However, some areas of the monitoring of spending needs to be addressed. Pupils need to be aware that this opportunity is available for them and also have a chance to decide what they grant is spent on as part of the UNCRC right to be heard and have their opinion heard. (Children’s Commissioner for Wales 2020). With spending being monitored closely and children being given a bigger role in make decisions on the spending plans the grant would be effective for promoting inclusion in schools and would allow pupils to focus on attainment as opposed to inclusion within their school community. 

To conclude, the three strategies this essay has analysed include policy of free school meals, the use of free breakfasts for primary school children, thirdly the pupil development grant and its impacts in the Welsh Foundation Phase. These are all crucial in promoting and encouraging inclusion within the foundation phase curriculum.  As mentioned throughout this essay inclusion is a vital part of life and education. If people become excluded from their educational settings or social lives, then this can lead to a variety of issues both mentally and physically as people become withdrawn from their surroundings. As Pedler (2019) describes teachers have a key role in ensuring that pupils feel like they belong within their school community and relations are established to maintain that sense of inclusion. As this essay details there are many national strategies that are in place to help teachers to facilitate inclusion for children in the foundation phase curriculum. Without the appropriate diet and nutrients children struggle to focus and develop cognitively which consequently can leave pupils fulling behind and becoming withdrawn. Having a sense of inclusion and feeling a part of an environment allows for improvement of pupil engagement and achievement, whereas, a low sense of inclusion can result in anti-social behaviour and delinquent behaviours. (Pedler 2018). With the use of the free school meals strategy and breakfast in primary schools children in the foundation phase will be able to take full advantage of this to ensure that they are able to participate fully in school life. The use of the pupil development grant will also mean that the pupils are able to buy all the correct school uniforms and have the correct equipment needed to succeed. With slight adjustments to the eligibility criteria these strategies can be made more available for those children who narrowly miss out due to their parents earning slightly over the threshold but actually being worse off than if they were not working at all would mean that schools can be more inclusive and make more opportunities available for more pupils in the foundation phase. 
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