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[bookmark: _Toc32330863]Task Description

A reflective account: how has literature and professional experience challenged your beliefs and assumptions about how schools respond to opportunities and challenges in their community. 





























[bookmark: _Toc32330864]Introduction

It has been difficult for me to clearly identify personal beliefs and assumptions about teaching in the Foundation Phase, as my view has been altered over time due to being a parent, having worked as an LSA in Foundation Phase classrooms and sitting as a Parent Governor. However, some considered reflection has resulted in two viewpoints being most prominent:

1. [bookmark: _GoBack]My initial impression of the level of engagement between schools and parents has been that such activity is limited. It has been my experience that parents evenings, school concerts and in-school fundraising events provide the bulk of school-parent engagement, with an occasional trip to a local landmark, possibly combined with or alongside visitors coming into school being the extent of wider community involvement. Every now and then the school choir may have visited a local care home to sing carols at Christmas or taken part in a village celebration. It has appeared to me that whilst the school is a physical presence in the community, there has been minimal interaction between it and parents. This impression is based on personal experience of my sons’ school.

2. I have believed that whilst schools within a geographical area, cluster or ‘family’ group may work together to moderate marking schemes or undertake particular short-term projects, broader information about activities done within the schools is not shared a great deal between or beyond that group. It has been my view that moderation meetings are seen as a means of judging the teacher and their ability to teach and then mark the pupils work (Grant, 2013, p. 66) with little else gained from them. Conversations with teachers I worked with gave me the impression that these meetings were time consuming to prepare for, and that they found them to be of little benefit as the marking being done in school was rarely questioned by others. I have not experienced any suggestion that such ‘cluster’ meetings provided any opportunity to share best practice or discuss ways in which schools could work collaboratively.

I will now discuss these in more detail, drawing on the experiences I have had during the module teaching and bridging activity days. I will also consider how these beliefs could influence and impact on my professional practice.

[bookmark: _Toc32330865]Discussion

Community is a term used frequently within my social and professional group; it also features in the name of my placement school. The word itself can be interpreted to refer to a small group of individuals with a common uniting factor or factors, or describe a far larger group, for example the academic community. In the context of this module I have taken community to have three levels of meaning: the in-school community of pupils and staff; parents and carers and their engagement with the school; the geographical area in which the school is based and children attending the school come from.

Based on my previous experiences I felt that the various interactions between such groups were at best limited, and predominantly in one direction i.e. information and activity coming out from the school with little return of information or activity from the external communities. I had no experience of there being any initiatives or activities offered that allowed for parental engagement in school or development of skills and knowledge. 

The bridging days in my placement school have shown me that community engagement across all levels is considered to be vitally important and provide benefits for all those involved. In 2001, the National Assembly for Wales stated that they wanted to see:
a much closer relationship between schools and the communities they serve. We want schools to act as a community resource - not just in school hours but out of hours and in vacations as well. We see them as being integral to community capacity building - providing a base for delivering, not just education and training (with links to FE and HE institutions), but also a range of other services like family support, health and enterprise promotion. (National Assembly for Wales, 2001, p25).
My placement school provides a broad range of activities for parents including ‘Find out Fridays’ where parents come in and take part in topical activities with the children, Family Engagement clubs such as cooking, and access to NVQ courses (Placement school, 2020). Anecdotal evidence from the school suggests that such activities help to engage parents more in their children’s development and education and provide opportunities for them to improve their own skills and confidence. The school also has a Flying Start provision accessible to families who meet the qualifying criteria. Here, parents are able to access support from a range of professionals including health visitors, play and language therapists and parenting support groups and programmes (Pembrokeshire County Council, 2020). Whilst Flying Start has improved engagement with family services, there was originally no conclusive evidence to suggest there had been a significant impact on child outcomes (Welsh Government, 2013). Continued evaluation has shown there to be noticeable impacts, particularly on speech and language development, social skills and behaviour (Welsh Government, 2018). However, parental involvement in school activity is known to have a positive impact on a child’s academic and social development (Barger et al. 2019) and this is actively encouraged within my placement school.

Having seen strong support for parental engagement, I will be working to ensure I create and offer such opportunities in my own practice based on my understanding and evidence of the benefits it brings to all those involved. I will also be mindful that parents and carers may often require additional support if their own involvement with the education system during their youth has not been a positive experience (Whalley, 2007).

Extending the concept of community to broader networks of schools within a locality brings me to consider how effectively best practice is shared, and collaborative projects initiated. My placement school is a Pioneer School; as such it has been heavily involved in the processes leading to the development of the Curriculum for Wales. This has required the school to work with a number of other schools and organisations across Wales, sharing development work and best practice. However, at a more local level, the school also works with a number of schools in a network providing Initial Teacher Education in partnership with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (Moodle, 2020). 

Sharing of best and effective practice appears to be done primarily through Estyn, who regularly produce reports based on activity encountered in schools during the inspection process (Estyn, 2020a). They have some evidence of collaborative working on school improvement (Estyn, 2020b) and community partnerships (Estyn, 2020c), however it is difficult to find examples of joint school partnerships working on curriculum linked activities like the “Working Whispers” project created by two primary schools near Swansea (Pontarddulais Primary School, 2019). 

I feel that there are great opportunities to be realised through collaborative working between schools on curriculum linked activities, the “Working Whispers” project being one such example. Equally, greater community engagement may offer similar opportunities and benefits (Estyn, 2020d). As schools in Wales prepare for the launch of the Curriculum for Wales (Hwb, 2020), combined with a move towards schools becoming ‘Learning Organisations’ (OECD, 2018) I believe there will be greater opportunities to design activities and learning opportunities that are collaborative and engage communities beyond the school gates. It is something that I will endeavour to encourage and deliver as part of my professional practice.




















[bookmark: _Toc32330866]Conclusion

When I consider the beliefs I set out originally in conjunction with what I have seen during bridging days and learned on this module, it is apparent that to some extent my views have been changed. 

For example, the nature and level of involvement between schools and parents is both more extensive and deeper than I had previously been aware of or understood. Going forward I will endeavour to promote and support such activity within my placement school and during my professional practice in future. For me, this target relates to the following QTS Standard: “The teacher raises awareness of how high-quality learning experiences and performance outcomes lead to improved learning and a heightened sense of well-being” (EWC/PebblePad 2020). As discussed earlier, parental involvement and support in a child’s education has a positive impact on outcomes (Barger et al, 2019), and I believe this is something that I should encourage and facilitate in order to provide as many opportunities as possible for the children in my care to become “ambitious, capable learners” (Hwb, 2020).

With regard to collaborative working between schools, and between them and their wider community, I feel that I have found some indications that suggest this happens, however my personal experience of such activity continues to be limited. Considering the focus of the Curriculum for Wales is on providing an education that respects the four purposes, I believe there is an excellent opportunity to encourage greater collaboration between schools, communities and other stakeholders to assist in delivery of this aim. This is a skill area that I wish to develop throughout my professional practice, and feel that two of the QTS Standards align with this target:
· The teacher’s understanding of, and commitment to, leading learning is demonstrated through collaborative experiences in schools and other contexts;
· The teacher develops high quality relationships with colleagues in order to have a positive impact upon learners’ experiences within the school.
Furthermore, collaborative learning where pupils are also having an input regarding the themes and topics to be explored improves the engagement and outcomes for the learners (Cranston, 2016). Potentially it provides additional opportunities for parental involvement, and allows an holistic approach to be taken involving learners, their parents, the school and the community.
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