Start at my feet
Emma Williams
There are many opportunities and challenges in a school’s community that influence teaching, learning and other aspects of the school. The bridging school that I attended for the purpose of this assignment will be called school-X. “The school bases its teaching and learning strategy on research carried out by Professor John Hattie on a visible learning approach” (Estyn, 2023) Approximately seven hundred and thirty children attend school-X with thirty percent of these children receiving free school meals. School-X is in an area of depravation and as a direct result of this, school-X faces many challenges than schools in more affluent areas. However, whist a school might be situated in an affluent area, it is possible for an affluent family to suffer deprivation through the loss of employment or parents getting divorced. It is therefore important to note that every school will have its own challenges.
 School-X has a very large pupil intake and as a direct result of this, class sizes are large averaging around thirty-five children in each class with a class teacher and one teaching assistant. This can pose a problem with organisation and facilitating every child’s learning needs. However, the staff manage this well, the children are placed into groups and each group has a session with the teacher and the teaching assistant for a ‘focussed learning task’, whilst the other groups complete tasks independently which “promotes and secures learners’ self-motivation and self-direction in their learning” QTS.  The schools mission statement is “proud to be a community school and striving for success for all” (School-X website, 2023) which was devised by the school’s stakeholders. 
The school has an inhouse business officer who is responsible for the finance of the building and admissions. Part of the role involves overseeing parents who wish to send their children to school-X and the “efficient day-to-day running of a school and support the headteacher and leadership team” (Unison, 2023). Social media and the school’s website are used as a business tool to encourage parents to send their children to the school as it is quite competitive when it comes to attracting pupils within and out of catchment areas and this could pose a problem for the school. Parents are willing to drive to move their children to a school many miles away just because they believe it to have benefits for their child. It is therefore quite competitive and important that the school attracts as many pupils as possible. Nighty percent of the school budget is made-up by the number of pupils that attend the school. In context, it is estimated that each child is worth somewhere within the region of three and a half to four thousand pounds. In context, if an extra ten pupils start at the school, that effectively means an extra teacher or extra resource upgrade for the school. Family support officers can meet their go through what the application process and offer support as some parents do not know how to use computers or have access to one so school-X helps to make it easier for them to gain their child a place at the school and to make it an inclusive school for everyone to attend despite social status. 
School-X has a parenting and toddler group for two-year-olds. It has been proven to be beneficial to start education as early as possible these sessions encourage their parents to begin to read with their child to say nursery rhymes as “fewer than half of 0–2-year-olds are read to every day or nearly every day by their parents” (National literacy trust, 2023) and also talk and share issues with staff or other parents that they or their toddlers might be facing. Speech and language referrals can be delt with within the school to get the children the access to the relevant departments quickly, as early intervention Is proven to help dramatically. Tooth brushing is carried out during the school day as “dental decay starts early in a child’s life, so pre-school and primary school age is therefore a crucial time for oral health development in children - before and as the permanent teeth come through” (Gething, 2023). The children are shown how to brush their teeth by the design to smile team twice a year.  The mother and toddler groups are taught dental hygiene and given advice if required as obtaining dental care within the area is difficult. “It is an evidenced based, prevention and clinical intervention programme to avert tooth decay and provide children, and their parents and carers, with the knowledge they need to develop and maintain good oral health from a young age” (Gething, 2023).
As soon as a child turns three, they can attend a full-time position in school-X. This is not the case in other local authorities and school-X is the only school in the area that does offer this place. By offering the fulltime place from the age of three, it means that children get to have an education that perhaps they might not have received at home and enables parents to return to work or education without having to pay expensive childcare costs. Early Invention and home visits are offered by the school prior to a child starting at school-X. This enables staff to see what sort of home conditions the child is living in and enables staff to understand what support that family might need moving forward.
“The importance of positive involvement of parents/carers and other partners is understood, and opportunities are taken to observe and evaluate processes” (HWB, 2023), school-X does this well by encouraging the involvement of the stakeholders in the curriculum. In disadvantaged areas it is harder for the parents to engage and to make suggestions. Parents and families feel as though they are not qualified and lack confidence to put forward ideas and the headteacher of school-X said that the staff must be very creative to encourage the engagement of parents. There is a continuous cycle of questionnaires carried out every term and these are sent out using the school’s website, Facebook, twitter, and paper copies are also available. All stakeholders are encouraged to contribute and put forward their ideas and the pupils are at the forefront of which “demonstrates a willingness to seek, listen to and take account of the views of learners in order to engage and encourage them as active participants in their own learning” (HWB, 2023).
The school has a school development plan and parents can access this on the school website. School-X showcases the children’s work and hold engagement activities where tables set up and the parents can do the tasks with their child. The school hold family learning sessions which aim to support and educate the parents and children together, parent/father and children bonding sessions, cooking lessons and holds Ukrainian families learning sessions as there are several Ukrainian children that attend the school. Families that do not engage with the children’s reading or homework are targeted and are invited into the school. Staff use these sessions as an opportunity to build a rapport with the parents and assistance is offered and resources are provided if required. Chrome books and dongles providing the families with free internet access can be provided to enable children to learn outside of school and so they are not at a disadvantage because of their family’s social status. School-X has minibuses and collect children and return the children home as it was highlighted at an attendance meeting that there were children not arriving to school on time or at all! Reasons for not attending school were that families did not have enough money for petrol. The addition of minibuses combats this.
School-X has two family support officers that provide services to families such as the use of washing machines to wash uniforms and giving parents transportation to the doctor’s surgery. When a family is supported, families are more stable and happier and this has a positive impact on the child. School-X aims to counter poverty within the community as much as much as possible. School-X has a ‘lone library’ for parents to collect resources and swap toys. There are story sacks with books which parents can loan as reading is proven to “build self-esteem, vocabulary, feeds imagination and even improves their sleeping patterns” (National literacy trust, 2023) and provides resources that school-X give out freely utilizing donations from local stores and charities. The local Tesco store recently gifted the school ten thousand pounds to spend at the store.  Staff at the school asked the children what sort of things they might need at home, items such as toiletries, hats, socks, gloves, nappies were purchased and are available free of charge and can be collected from the ‘help yourself trolley’ without bias.
Breakfast is provided to pupils on arrival as eating “breakfast has been shown to help attention span, concentration and memory—all important for learning” (Hecker, 2023). The teaching staff use this opportunity to discuss with the children how they are feeling prior to any teaching activities. The children are asked to score how they are feeling out of five, one being sad and five being happy. The teaching staff spend time addressing any challenges and this enables the children to talk about any problems or challenges they might be facing. This works well; the children engage with the staff, and it is a very good way to start the school day. If a child said they felt tired, the teacher can understand why a child might not be fully engaged during classroom activities. If a child does have a problem the school has several frameworks and qualified staff in place to help. There are many support staff within the school. There is a Educational learning needs officer ELN within the school who runs sessions every morning and afternoon where the children attend workshops. The children can make and build things which enables them to learn fine motor skills and be creative utilising on the sensory elements of the activities. There are twelve trained emotional literacy support assistants ELSAs at school-X, five trained members of staff in drawing and talking therapy and all staff are qualified in PATHS. Having these trained staff members ensure that children are supported and that they feel heard, with their emotional and well being at the forefront of their educational experience. (Grigg, Big Ideas in Education, 2016)
School-X hold weekly coffee mornings for parents to come into school, enabling staff to meet parents and to see if any further support can be provided. Professionals such as doctors, police officers, health visitors, speech and language therapists are invited to come into school-X and talk to the parents. This is beneficial to the community as parents can speak freely and resolve any issues they or the community might be facing.  This brings the community together and saves the cost of a parent using the phone, or internet. School x offers parents the chance to gain their teaching assistant qualification enabling them to volunteer for two days a week within the school and attend college. The school pays the course fees and will cover the expenses for a Chrome book and any of their books and resources. School-X has enabled two hundred members of the community to gain qualifications and forty of which, school-X still employ.
In conclusion, school-X is at the centre of the community, and it is not just a school. It provides educational experiences to the pupils but also strives to provide support to the pupils, families, and the wider community in which it stands, and school-X and all the staff do this well. “Encouraging pupils to see learning as hard work, with a growth mind-set and a desire to succeed” (Estyn, 2023), is at the core of School X and again, the staff at the school do this well using engaging and captivating lessons and ensuring that stakeholders are involved in the curriculum which is taught at the school. 
 School X is not just a school, it is a place for the community to go to socialise and have a coffee, provides emotional support and a sanctuary for those who may need it, collect essentials such as food and toiletries and providing warm freshly cooked meals for those who are struggling within its community and the list can go on. School-X also takes into consideration the staff at the school and the challenges that they might have whist not teaching by providing hot meals for the staff and a hub for the staff to meet and talk with each other whilst not in their classrooms. A happy home equals a happy child, and this is at the core of school-X and it is evident. The staff at the school are happy and the children’s wellbeing is at the forefront of everything that the staff do at the school, and it works very well. At no point did it appear that staff members appeared stressed, and the children appeared to be happy.  
What I have learnt from my placement within school-X is that the education system is not just somewhere children go to learn. School-X is a hub within the community and offers many services, services that you would consider other organisations to provide. Whist society faces many challenges, school-X is looking at ways in which to help the surrounding community, providing services which enable growth and support within its community, ensuring that children from homes which might be struggling financially, emotionally or are facing challenges, all have the help, support, and same opportunities that they deserve, to thrive and succeed. Whilst school-X is in an area of high depravation, the school does everything it can to minimize the effect that this can have on its pupils and their families. School-X “has shared its good practice across Wales through holding open days for colleagues to visit and to take part in learning walks to see the strategies in action” (Estyn, 2023).
 I found my time at school-X to be truly humbling and I am honoured to have been given the opportunity to carry out my bridging placement at school-X. I can see why school-X has been used to showcase the work that it has done both within the school and the community in which it stands. I will use the knowledge gained from this experience to ensure that I motivate my pupils to achieve to their highest ability using blended experiences to keep my lessons challenging but imaginative so that they benefit the learner whilst meeting a range of abilities. As a teacher I will also ensure that I have “professional values and practice” (Grigg, Becoming an outstanding primary teacher, 2015, p. 7) and work with the parents to ensure that their child is happy within my class, has the support that they might require. Homework tasks will be a fun educational experience, so that the pupil wants to complete it and where possible, it can be a family bonding activity for all to enjoy (HWB, 2023).
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