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Written Response- A Proposal for a School Community Project
This assignment will outline a proposal for a school community project for a primary school in Wales. The school that this proposal is designed for is a small urban church school in a large city in Wales, the school has approximately 138 pupils including nursery pupils. 37% of these pupils are from an ethic minority group which can have profound effects on community links, these affects will be evaluated throughout the assignment. The school is situated in a compact area of the city, it is not an area of high deprivation nor is it an affluent area. Only 12% of pupils are entitled to free school meals which is sufficiently below the national average, this again impacts the community links (Estyn, 2014). The school is incredibly diverse and often celebrates diversity through weekly assemblies and shows which are performed at the parish church and through teaching and learning. The links between the school and the community are often provided through the parish church and the schools distinctive Christian character remains a vital component to workings of the school. Another vital component to the school is that it is a pioneer school which is working with the new Curriculum for Wales 2022. Both aspects are included in the school development plan (SPD) as two of the six essential targets, currently there are no specific initiatives for developing community links within the SDP (see appendix 1). A SDP outlines the actions a school will take to improve learner outcomes and is a frequent reference point for all staff and governors, an effective SDP contains details of how the school works with the wider community which outlines the first weakness of the project (Welsh Government, 2014). Despite the lack of community links within the SDP, this proposal plans to develop community links through a restoration project for the parish church gardens. The first aspects of the project will be two fundraisers to raise money for the materials needed for the restoration, the second aspect will be the restoration itself. This project will provide students throughout the school with an abundance of learning opportunities centred around the Four Purposes whilst also developing the community links that are missing from the SDP. The project will also provide opportunities to develop outdoor learning and will give the school and the community a beautiful space to practise reflection, wellbeing, and religious education. 
There are many reasons why this project was chosen, one of which being the schools’ connection with the local parish church. According to the latest findings from the British Social Attitudes survey, only 41.7% of people in the United Kingdom identify as Christian which identifies a 23.5% decline in the past 31 years, the survey also identifies that 50% of the population do not regard themselves as belonging to any particular religion (Humanists UK, 2014). However, in a study across 147 independent investigations, it was found that those who do engage in religious activities report higher levels of positive feelings and satisfaction in life and lower levels of depression (Smith. et al, 2003). Currently, 8-11% of school children suffer from anxiety that affects their ability to live a normal life, anxiety in children is most common during early childhood and puberty which is most likely when the students are in primary school (The Mental Health Foundation, 1997). A 3-year longitudinal study of the relationship between anxiety and depression in children supports that anxiety does often lead to depression and highlights that these disorders have a high probability of returning later in life (Cole, et al. 1998). The experiences of anxiety and depression can differ from person to person and no two experiences are the same, many aspects of school life can trigger anxiety and depression in a child such as changes in friendship groups, large crowds in the corridor, eating or going to the bathroom in public and members of staff which they may not feel comfortable around (Anxiety UK, 2008). The National Assembly for Wales (2018) have also recognised the limited emotional and mental support for young people and states that a continuation of this lack of support can have a severe impact on children’s happiness, development and educational attainment.  Due to so many prevalent factors in today’s society that can contribute to mental illnesses in young children, a larger focus needs to be put onto the health and wellbeing area of learning experience. A specific space that is dedicated to this area of learning can provide many opportunities to develop learners’ motivation, resilience, empathy and decision-making abilities (Welsh Government, 2020a), whilst also contributing to a decline in anxiety and depression in young children. The schools with a religious character in Wales all share commitments centred around the well-being and education of their pupils by providing personalised learning opportunities to explore their individual faith journey, positive attitudes to the diversity of faith and their own individuality (Welsh Government, 2011). The Church in Wales (2009) also outlines a specific interest in developing students’ spiritual and moral development but states that the teaching has become outdated. A connection between spirituality and mental health has been recognised in Eastern ideologies for centuries, spiritual activities such as prayer, meditation and yoga are associated with improvements in mental health and reductions in anxiety (Cornah, 2007). However, Cronah (2007) also states that 45% of mental health professionals felt that religion could lead to mental ill health which leaves uncertainty to the subject therefore a combination of health and wellbeing activities will be presented throughout the project proposal. Mental health and wellbeing programmes in schools can lead to considerable improvements, however funding constraints and pupil attainment priorities can often take precedence (Young Minds, 2017). Parental engagement within the teaching and learning of Health and Wellbeing can play an important role by providing students with more effective assistance and encouragement which can lead to improved learning and wellbeing at school (Estyn, 2009). Therefore, a school community fundraiser project that involves outdoor teaching and learning of the Four Purposes which is centred around Health and Wellbeing is the most appropriate focus at this time. Due to the compact, urban setting of the school and community there lacks foliage that could be used for play and learning. Estyn (2019) state that schools with zoned off spaces for pupils to play and socialise during break times, similarly to this schools playground, can result in pupils being less physically active and having difficulties relaxing which has adverse effects on their wellbeing. Louv (2005) recognises ‘nature deficit disorder’ as a cause for higher rates of attention disorders, obesity and physical and emotional illnesses. Wales has among the highest levels of overweight or obese children in European and North American countries, however in primary school children nature is considered one of the most motivating factors for exercise (RSPB, 2010). Both the Welsh Assembly Government (2009) and the Welsh Council for Outdoor learning (2018) highlight how the outdoors is also an excellent environment for experiential learning particularly in the Foundation Phase, which can profoundly improve confidence and self-esteem in pupils. The final reason as to why this project was chosen is the schools’ position of being a pioneer school for the new Curriculum for Wales. In the Successful Futures report Donaldson (2015) outlines the Four Purposes of the new curriculum, a particular influence for the project is the purpose of ethical, informed citizens. “Ethical, informed citizens have knowledge of their culture, community, society and are ready to be citizens of Wales and the world” (Donaldson, 2015). The Welsh Government (2020b) recommends developing a school vision alongside parents/carers and the wider community, which the school has already done. However, the learners now need to play an active part in their community in order to thrive within the new curriculum and the wider world (Welsh Government, 2020b).
The model of strategic planning this project will follow is a combination of the ‘bottom up’ and ‘top down’ approaches, this allows the students to implement their meaningful ideas whilst also allowing the governing body to ensure the implementation of the plan runs smoothly and within a reasonable timeframe (Fullan, 1994). Currently in Wales, the implementation of the Curriculum for Wales 2022 plays a significant role in all schools’ strategic planning. The Welsh Government (2020b) recommend collaboration and cross-curricular planning which will enable learners to make links within their learning and combine different experiences, knowledge, and skills. Research also shows that cross-curricular planning and teaching can increase pupil confidence and improve pupils learning, questioning and self-reflection (Price, 2010), all of which are key aspects of development within the Four Purposes (Donaldson, 2015). The development of cross-curricular teaching and learning within the Four Purposes is the first aim of this project. This development will be done through a thematic method of learning whilst developing the gardens and afterwards through the use of the completed gardens as an outdoor classroom space, providing these rich experiences also allows students to develop as independent, creative and responsive learners (Estyn, 2018a). Research on the development of cross-curricular learning through a creative project states that that the learning becomes more impactful and memorable to the students (Duncan, 2007). Pupil Voice also contributes to making this project more impactful, both Estyn (2012) and NASUWT (2015) support that pupil voice provides greater engagement and motivation. The thematic approach within this project links to Vygotsky’s theory of social constructivism by interacting with the community to ‘make meaning’ of the environment that influences how the pupils think and collaboration with classmates during this project also promotes cognitive development as children and their partner's co-construct knowledge (McLeod, 2019). Examples of how cross-curricular learning will take place in the project include the use of Mathematics and Digital competence to create a garden design plan, the development of Literacy and Religious Education when writing to the church explaining the project proposal and the use of Humanities and Mathematics when researching the best plants and flowers to use and how to care for them appropriately. The Four Purposes will be developed throughout the project but particularly within the fundraising element, pupils will take an active role in deciding how they would like to make money to purchase the materials needed for the project. These elements of the project directly contribute to the development of the pupils as enterprising, creative contributors who can apply their knowledge and skills to create ideas and products whilst taking on different roles within their classes to manage the fundraising event (Donaldson, 2015). The development of ‘real life experiences’ in pupils learning is also a key factor within this aspect of the project, particularly these experiences can be developed through Numeracy when selling items (Welsh Government, 2020b). The second aim of the project is the development of health and wellbeing through the schools’ distinct Christian character. Estyn (2017) effective practice outlines a preventative approach to support wellbeing, this approach focuses on building emotional development and resilience to embed a culture of prevention rather than reaction. This will be a whole school approach where every class will be given a Health and Well-being afternoon in the completed church gardens. These afternoons will include a combination of Nurture approaches which have been recognised to close attainment gaps (Education Scotland, u.d.), forest school approaches which can increase attendance, positive relationships and behaviour (Tiplady, 2018), circle time and lessons delivered from class teachers and community members on self-esteem and resilience. Sessions will also be run by the local reverend and volunteering members of the church clergy to develop prayer, reflection, meditation and worship of faith therefore giving the students opportunities to engage with a diversity of people who can support their mental health and wellbeing (The Church of England Education Office, 2018). The Department of Education (2016) states that whole school approaches in promoting wellbeing and good mental health are most effective and can also improve staff wellbeing. The third aim of this project is to promote outdoor learning and strengthen community links for students living in an urban area of the city. The church gardens will be an off-site learning area, Estyn (2019) highlights that learning experiences that take place off-site allow pupils to become more engaged in their learning and supports their health and wellbeing. All students will take an active role in the development of the gardens as there are plenty of learning opportunities throughout the school, Foundation Phase can engage in social and sensory development for improving motor skills and Key Stage 2 can develop areas of learning such as Humanities, Language, Mathematic and Expressive Arts (Welsh Government, 2016). Parents, carers, grandparents and community members are valued assets in the development and maintenance of the church gardens, approaches that will engage the community include an ideas box for their feedback and suggestions, participation in fundraising and donation, and inviting them in to teach the pupils gardening and enterprise techniques (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009). Other ways to promote community engagement include advertisement via the church, posters around the community, contacting local gardening clubs and identifying well managed gardens near the school and posting a letter asking for support (Food and Agriculture Organisation, 2005). Research shows that learning outcomes improve when there is good communication between parents and teachers, parental engagement in the learning can enable families to strengthen their roles as learning mentors and create positive links between the school and home (Estyn, 2009). All members of staff will work collaboratively to develop the project, each class will be given a focus for the project, and the focus will rotate on a fortnightly basis to give all students experiences within all aspects of the project. As previously mentioned, the materials will be purchased with money made through fundraiser projects such as cake sales, annual school fates and donations set up by the PTA (Welsh Government, 2016). Funding can also be accessed from the school’s pupil development grant which is aimed at attaining emotional well-being support for all pupils (School X, 2019).
It is important that the impact of this project is being measured accurately and regularly to ensure pupil development and the aims of the project are being met. Estyn (2018b) states that self-evaluation processes are critical to measure impact and the development of the Four Purposes within the project. Self-evaluation allows the school to make informed decisions about what is working well and what needs improving, a specific success criteria will need to be produced at the beginning of the project to provide a clear statement about the improvements which the project is designed to achieve (CSCJES, 2014). The success criteria will be produced using the three aims of the project that were previously discussed. Research suggests that school self-evaluation processes in Wales have too large a focus on quantitative data rather than qualitative data (OECD, 2018). An effective way to collect qualitative data is a lesson observation within the health and wellbeing gardens. Observations are a very effective method of collecting naturalistic, non-verbal data and gives the observer an authentic review of the situation (NFER, 2013). However, Austin (2016) highlights how ‘the observer effect’ can hinder observations as the company of the observer may affect the students being observed and the observer may not see the everyday behaviour. Another method of collecting qualitative data includes a focus group discussion. Focus group discussions are very beneficial at obtaining feelings, perceptions and opinions and are also far more time efficient than individual interviews (Evalued, 2006). Some disadvantages of focus group discussions, outlined in NFER (2013), state how bias can affect the answers due to the interviewer prompting the members of the focus group to obtain the sought-after answer. There will be multiple group discussions to measure the impact of this project including mixed-ability students from each class and a staff, PTA and governing body discussion. To gather quantitative data a questionnaire will be sent out to parents, carers and the community members who are involved in the project. The questionnaires will be sent home with the students, through the church and posted to other community members. Questionnaires are an effective way of collecting information from a wide range and large number of people, they are also anonymous which may allow people to feel more comfortable answering the questions honestly (NFER, 2013). However, NFER (2013) also highlights how the response rate from questionnaires can typically be quite low therefore a larger sample may be needed to obtain reliable results. The final method of measuring the impact of this project will be a workbook scrutiny, workbook scrutiny ensures that the standards of planning, teaching and learning lead to improved outcomes across the school (School A, 2016). To ensure that the workbook scrutiny remains consistent and provides reliable feedback all staff must follow the same criteria and the feedback will be shared with all staff as part of a focus group discussion (School A, 2016). The criteria will be based on Estyn guidelines and there will be a total of 3 book scrutiny’s throughout the project, revisiting the books regularly allows staff to develop an appropriate action plan to promote progression and improvement if the project is not meeting its intended impact (Estyn, 2016). Estyn (2014) best practice reports that the high quality procedures such as book scrutiny’s, lesson observations, focused discussions and questionnaire data ensures that everyone involved within the project will have a very clear and accurate understanding of the project's strengths and areas for development.
A SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) analysis of this project can assist the staff when implementing change in order to develop the project further and prepare for any threats that may hinder the project. The first threat identified on the SWOT analysis (see appendix 2) is potential vandalism to the church gardens, the crime rate in the city which the school is located is currently on a moderate score (Numbeo, 2020). Vandalism can lead to the interruption of teaching and learning as the whole project will have to be paused to repair the vandalised gardens (De Wet, 2004), this can lead to extra strain on staff who would have to prepare lessons within a limited time frame and distress to students whose project has been hindered. However, Estyn (2011a) outlines that strengthening community links can reduce incidences of vandalism making the project itself a prevention method to this threat. Other approaches to preventing vandalism include ensuring that the gardens are well maintained and in regular use as this can contribute to reducing vandalism and anti-social behaviour and can reduce long term costs (Cabe Space, 2004). Well-lit spaces are also less vulnerable to crime by increasing the opportunity for surveillance at night and creating a positive message about the management of the gardens (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, 2004). Although there will not be surveillance installed in the gardens currently, it will become essential if the school faces crime or vandalism threats. If the threat of crime does occur Cabe Space (2004) recommends responding rapidly with emergency services to send a clear message that vandalism will not be tolerated. The second threat that features in the SWOT analysis is the parents and community members within the community who practice another religion feeling unable to interact within a Christian church setting (see appendix 2). 37% of the students are from ethic minority groups and practice religions other than Christianity (School X, 2019), however the school is a church school so if a parent makes the decision to enrol their child in the school it is with the understanding that they will be educated in a Christian way. The school is also a Peace Mala accredited school which celebrates diversity within faith and encourages the belief that God presents himself in many ways, Allah, Jehovah and The Lord are some examples, so when a child is participating in worship they are worshipping their God (Peace Mala, 2019). It is essential to promote inclusivity throughout the school and community to strengthen the links between them, ethnic minority parents need to be given the same opportunities to support the education of their children as Welsh parents do (The Bell Foundation, 2014). Parents or community members who do not feel comfortable within a Christian church can teach the students worship practices such as mediation or gardening approaches on the school grounds, this knowledge can then be transferred to the gardens. However, it can still be argued that the choice of location for the project contributes to parents and community members of an ethnic minority feeling unrepresented and unappreciated within the education policy of the school (Brentnall, 2017). Both the Welsh Assembly Government (2009) and RSPB (2010) outline parental concerns regarding safety and bad weather when outdoors, which contributes to the third weakness outlined in the SWOT analysis (see appendix 1). A contributing factor to these concerns is outlined in Estyn (2011b) report which states that often parents do not receive enough information about what their child is learning outdoors. Family support is extremely influential when supporting a child’s engagement with the outdoors and their attitudes towards the outdoors are crucially important in developing children’s motivation and engagement in outdoor learning (Welsh Council for Outdoor Learning, 2018). If parents are uncomfortable with their child participating in an activity that may get them wet or dirty, they may feel inclined to remove their child from it which in turn can hinder the children’s learning and development. Keeping parents and carers informed about their child’s learning and the safety procedures in measure to keep them safe can strengthen the parent-teacher relationship however this does not ensure that all parents will be comfortable with the messy and potentially risky nature of outdoor learning (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009).
To conclude, the ability to analyse how diverse cultural, linguistic, religious and socio-economic factors influence school development is vital to all teachers in order to improve learning outcomes and engagement whilst also caring for the pupils mental and physical wellness. There are many factors that make strengthening school and community links an essential priority in Wales. The formation of the Curriculum for Wales 2022 relies heavily on community links in order to design a curriculum that will enable pupils to reach their full potential within the Four Purposes that are relevant and specific to each learner (Welsh Government, 2020b). 1 in 4 people in the United Kingdom will experience a mental health problem each year making mental health and wellbeing another prevalent factor to the new curriculum (Anxiety UK, 2008). Humans averagely spend around eighteen years of their lives in an educational facility therefore it can be seen that schools play a vital role in the development of essential skills such as effective communication, problem solving, decision making and physical and mental healthcare. The addition of parental and community engagement improves the outcomes and engagement of these skills further. However, it would be unrealistic to expect one project to strengthen parental engagement community links to a point where no further work must be done. The relationship between the school and the community can be fragile especially if these links are new. Community links must be maintained throughout as many aspects of teaching and learning as possible in order to maintain the high levels of learning and motivation they provide. As a trainee teacher it is important to contribute and be part of a local, national and global profession that supports improvements to the school which benefits the learners and understand the significance of strong links between schools and their communities (Welsh Government, 2019).
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