A written proposal for a school community project

There is a vast array of studies suggesting there is a strong correlation between positive community engagement and higher academic achievement, highlighting its crucial role in sustaining school improvement and developing cultures to support all students (Comer and Haynes. 1992). This is further supported by Henderson and Mapp’s (2002) review of existing literature, concluding there is overwhelming evidence to support concepts such as high family engagement influencing positive outcomes such as higher grades, engagement levels, behaviour and advanced development of social skills. 

During a review of the curriculum for Wales, Donaldson (2015) stipulated Welsh schools should embrace a collaborative approach across all areas of learning to support children achieve four core purposes, encouraging holistic development. Donaldson’s Successful Futures report (2015) highlighted the importance of schools encapsulating this ethos as the aspiration and starting point for their curriculum design. Throughout the curriculum review there is an emphasis placed on understanding the wider community, contributing to the development of ‘Ethically informed citizens of Wales and the wider world’ as an area of the four purposes (Welsh Government, 2020). 

Estyn have identified exemplar settings as those embedding this ethos with close cooperation form parents, carers and the local community ensuring practitioners stress the importance of parental involvement in the experiences of their children. Placing a significance on the potency of information sharing, understanding the needs of the surrounding community and effective communication (Estyn, 2021). Theorists such as Bandura could argue that leaning takes place in a real life context based on the imitation of surrounding adults, mimicking their behaviours such as relationship building and their engagement with others (Bandura, 1977). In this context it could be questioned if the community surrounding the school is relevant to the induvial development of children. Contested in the view of Anysley-Green (2017) who stated, ‘It takes a village to raise a child’, indicating the importance of childhood nurture and development being everyone’s business (Aynsley-Green, 2018). 

For this assignment I have devised a project in line with the needs of the surrounding community of my previous placement school. The focus I have identified is a ‘World Wide Families’ group to support parents who do not speak or have English as a second language. The main aim is to act as an information hub to signpost those new to the area to relevant agencies for help and support, offering advice in relation to filling out forms, submitting referrals for areas of need identified and beginning to make meaningful relationships with others in the local community. Local statistics show that approximately one third of the surround community are identified as having English as an additional language with few households unable to speak English at all.

I will refer to the school as ‘School A’, giving context whilst ensuring confidentiality and anonymity. School A is located in Swansea, the surrounding area has been identified as deprived, local housing statistics show that 64% of the catchment area falls under local authority housing (Swansea City Council, 2022). Below I have provided statistics taken from School A’s Estyn report to allow for context (ESTYN, 2015).
· There are three hundred and eighty-five children on roll.
· School A have identified approximately 52% of students as having additional learning needs.
· Approximately 39% access free school meals.
· 32% of students are recognised as having English as a second language or unable to speak English in any context.
· The school has a specialist teaching facility learners with needs that prevent access to mainstream education, a nursery and key stage one and two provision. 
There is a pending update to these figures following an Estyn inspection in March 2022 however it is likely this will increase According to Welsh Government census data (2021) the national average for children who access free school meals is 22.9%, this figure is substantially less than those who are eligible for this provision within School A.  It is important to note this is likely to due School A location and surrounding community being identified as an area of deprivation. Further to this the national average of families who identify English as an additional language is around 13% (Welsh Government, 2021), once again School A excels these figures, indicating there is a need to engage community by offering support to reduce the linguistic barriers. 

Contained in School A’s aims and values there is an emphasis placed on the acts of sharing and taking responsibility for the wider community in order to develop Ethically Informed Citizens, monthly assemblies cover aspects such as respect, cooperation, sharing and friendship (School A, 2019). This is further supported by the mission statement ‘Together everyone achieves more’ embedding the community ethos into daily practice. Contained in the mission statement is information about effective collaboration between parents and school underpins holistic development by promoting consistency through both settings (School A, 2019). School A have a committed approach to community engagement, throughout my professional teaching experience I witnessed examples of events to encourage the parents to participate in school activities. These examples include a Christmas carol sing along, parents evening and the continued development of a community garden located at the rear entrance of the school. 

Arguments have been made in relation to national levels reaching a plateau, whilst the longevity of significant improvements appear to be increasingly difficult to secure. Burnham, Farr and Otero (2007) convey messages such as there is still a disproportional significance placed on social factors and the affect this has in academic achievement. Reinforcing that this is the time to deter from an increasing inclusion of technology and focusing on the social environment surround the child (West-Burnham, Farrar and Otero, 2007). This coincides with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, in which he views child development as a complex system of relationships affected by multiple levels of the surrounding environment. The five layers of the ecological system places an emphasis on the individual’s development by their interaction of the larger environment. The ordinal system places the most influential level closest to the child – The Micro and Miso system (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Within these system is the family, school and the local community suggesting there is a strong correlation between child development and the surrounding community. Evidence of this research can also be found in the Curriculum for Wales under the twelve pedagogical principles. Two principles in particular place an onus on the importance of collaboration and the ability for good teaching to provide authentic learning experiences (Donaldson, 2015). Swansea in particular is fortunate to benefit from multiple cultural and ethnic origins to offer context and understanding around a variety of different festivals and celebrations – inclusion and collaboration with parents can ensure that all learners are given enrich first hand opportunities of experience.

Studies conducted by the Centre of Inclusive Education suggest that by promoting equality and embracing community culture can eliminate discrimination and misconceptions in education (Knight, 2000). Estyn (2020) produced a thematic report following the outbreak of the COVID-19 virus, this report summarises the central role families and the wider community play in facilitating access to an educational provision via an online forum. The drawn conclusion outlines how teachers have build a stronger partnership with families and the benefit to all learners, in particular the most vulnerable. The report published explicitly refers to the evidence of families and schools working collaboratively to build a strong community spirits and encapsulate civic responsibility. Thus, developing innovative ways to provide a collective and integrated response to a crisis.  Throughout the report Estyn make reference to the incline in relation to parental and community engagement following the pandemic. Implying that during this time communities would turn to schools as a central hub to access support, foodbanks and advice or signposting, contributing to the reduction of barriers now learners are back in full time education. Contrasting views are captured in the working of Reimers (2021) who condemns the effects of COVID-19, insisting this has triggered a trend of learning poverty with data showing that there is a significant reduction in abilities and learning levels as a result. This outlook also shared by Ariyo and Reams-Johnson (2022) who share concerns relating to the logistical challenges of delivering education remotely and the difficulty in identifying learning gaps. These opinions suggest there is a decline in the development of practical, literacy and numerical skills that could develop into lifelong learning deficits. Although there are many counter arguments in relation to COVID-19 it is important to note there evidence to suggest that schools played an integral role during this time with many families and communities reliant on the services offered, research for counter arguments focuses on the failing of academic achievement as opposed to highlighting the collaboration within the community. 

Studies have shown that successful and meaningful parental involvement can impact on several areas of child development such as classroom contributions, child well-being, engagement with wider community projects such as homework, life skills and creates a continuity and expectation of behaviour across the home and school environment (Derry Koralek et al., 2019). School A is nestled in a diverse community when planning it is important to take into consideration the needs, values and cultural values of each individual learner. This aligns with Donaldson (2015) views and aspirations for Welsh learners by promoting the pride that is found in understanding rituals and stories from cultural heritage, in turn this embeds a sense of worth and inclusion for all children and their families. Epstien created a comprehensive framework to outline the benefits of well implemented practice and how overlapping spheres of influence such as school, family and community can upskill parents and contribute to holistic child development as all aspects are working towards a shared goal (Epstein et al., 2018). This is contested in the views of Redding (1991) who categorises the school as the community, removing the emphasis on engagement outside of the building and placing the school as the sole focus, this deters all responsibilities from parents and families stipulating that unless the school makes efforts to include the surround parties there is no need for further engagement, learners will have everything they need within the school building. A counter argument for either side could be formed from Bowlby’s attachment theory. A child’s attachment style could affect their capacity to develop relationships, for example a securely attached child in theory should have no barriers to access activities as they are confident, independent and have developed the relevant social skills (Holmes, 2014). As previously stated, Bandura’s theory of social learning would support this concept as attachment would be a form of behaviour mimicked by those closest, therefore if the child is securely attached the parent or role model will be too. However, what if a parent’s attachment style differs from the child, it could be possible that if a parent presents as anxious or avoidant there could be potential barriers in place to prevent access to the community, after schools’ clubs or engagement with the school. Further research is emergent in Piaget’s theories of children development, placing an influence on the child acting as a lone scientist making meaning of the world through interactions and explorative play (Piaget, Gruber and J  Jacques Vonèche, 1995). This research further supports the irrelevance of community engagement in relation to child development. 

The proposal of a Worldwide Families group is underpinned by the theories and literature discussed. It would provide an opportunity for long standing members of the community to support new arrivals or engage with families from different cultures to collaborate, offering input to schools planning and sharing information to celebrate religious festivals appropriately and correctly. Families would be welcomed, including younger siblings to participate in a weekly group involving cooking, check in and catch ups, tea and coffee and providing support or signposting to relevant agencies. School A benefits from a surrounding diverse community however, it has been identified in the school development plan that wider engagement from the community is needed. Based on the statistics outlined at the beginning of this assignment linguistic barriers could pose a reason to low community engagement.  As part of the mission statement School A endeavours to be inclusive and supportive to encourage students to be the best they can be, often this will start at home by ensuring families and able to meet basic needs prior to a child’s arrival to school (School A, 2019). 

The projects aim is to engage the parents and the wider community to lead the group with staff on hand to supervise and facilitate. The group would run for a three-hour session once a week and would have minimal impact on the school budget as it would only require one to two learning support assistants to participate. There would be a small cost for providing tea and coffee facilities however this is another opportunity to encourage the wider involvement by inviting in a local coffee shop. Another opportunity posed is the potential formation of links with local authority advisors, inviting them to attend to offer support in relation to signposting toward relevant agencies where appropriate. Parents are primary educators as they have the greatest influence on their children from birth and into later adulthood, by supporting parents address their own needs we are inadvertently supporting the children too (Hornby, 2011). The fundamental outcome of this intervention is to promote inclusion and equality and the understanding the support and decision making plays an imperative role in either moving towards a greater degree of equality or the reinforcement of existing qualities (Thompson, 2018). Again, I make reference to School A’s location being identified as an area of deprivation, often disadvantaged social groups are those that require a higher form of professional support, the fact they are in need could disadvantage them further. Proactive intervention and signposting could be the first steps to secure a better future for every family (School, 1973). 

When analysing the project, I have identified strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT analysis – please see Appendix A). Although there are many potential positives it is important to allow for some mitigation of risk factors. Strengths of the proposal include the opportunities offered to form meaningful friendships amongst community members, encouraging a sense of belonging and respect (Felten and Lambert, 2020). Evidence suggests the benefits of wider community engagement has been found to have a positive impact on the development of important skills such as compassion, respect, listening and communication skills, reference is made in particular to those of the older community (Knight, 2000). Another benefit is offering support to families new to the area seek relevant help – there are multiple linguistic barriers faced. Some school students the school have been identified as Ukranian refugees that have little to no English. This could offer support in relation to filling out forms and accessing relevant authorities. This correlates with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, contained inside the micro system, the initial layer surrounding the child the home, family, school and living circumstances of the child is recognised as the most influential aspect, it is important these needs are met to facilitate a child progressing on to the next, thus the support offered by the Worldwide Families group will ensure this basic need can be met (Maslow et al., 1982). 

Included in the SWOT analysis a potential weakness identified could be the lack of engagement from the community, this could be based on multiple factors such as parents’ resistance to enter the school building, this could stem back to their own educational experiences. Parents who associate school as a negative experience can show disinterest in school life, activities and events. When applicable this can create a barrier to their involvement in school life, as a result there is potential for the unintentional devaluation of the importance of school to their children (Ferlazzo and Hammond, 2009). Other issues raised could include the linguistic barriers faced with non-English speakers, in this instance learners could be immersed in the bilingual creation of posters and flyers to share with parents and members of the local community, offering a sense of inclusion and encouraging children to take pride in their culture and heritage, promoting identity and reinforcing community bonds (Smyth and Ninetta Santoro, 2014). Turning weakness into strength adopting a Montessori approach, classifying the child as the forgotten citizen, by incorporating past research with new concepts and theories to celebrate individuality and build on previous failures of historic attempts to engage the wider community (O’donnell and Ebrary, 2013). 

Potential opportunities and outcomes are the introduction of a community ethos throughout the school, to support the local area and the members that live within. School communities are an essential part of any school as they play a critical role in amplifying student performance (Anderson-Butcher, 2004). There is an overwhelming amount of research to indicate consistent trends between achievement and community engagement, understanding (Mazyck, 2009). The surrounding area can contribute to the development of school policies and ensure the school is ‘pitching’ at the right level for trips, monetary expectations and the events offered. School communities act as a hive of opportunities for social and emotionally development, respect and mutual understanding. Estyn (2008) have reported on the success of mother and toddlers groups within schools and how this early engagement can pave the way for future success. Estyn highlighted a discrepancy in the success of methods for active parental involvement highlighting multiple school have made digital efforts of communication however very little are actively consulting with parents on a regular basis, the project proposal will align with an open-door policy to all parents, offering access inside the building to speak to core staff on a weekly basis (Estyn, 2018). The proposal acts as a platform to promote wellbeing amongst parents with check in opportunities, parent to parents support and the development of friendships and reducing the stigma in seeking external support systems outside of the school building. Opportunities could arise to form links with local advisors, if they attend this could reduce the fearful trip to unknow locations to consult about sensitive matters and instead offer an informal and familiar setting to have more relaxed and informative discussions. 

Threats identified interlink with the potential weaknesses of the proposal. Both a weakness and a threat is the lack of parental engagement, for the threat I will investigate a potential misconception of the important correlation between parental involvement and higher academic achievement. When parents disengage from a child’s learning journey, as a teacher you lose an essential information source that provides context to individuals in order to plan a tailored provision. There may be potential language barriers faced, whilst addressing this it is important to use clear and concise language with minimal jargon or slang, speak slowly and clearly. This could be a fun activity to offering ownership to the children to produce flyers and posters sparking debate and excitement (Spolsky, 1986). I predict the most challenging aspect of the proposal in relation to community engagement will be the lack of time. In the UK approximately 71% of parents are employed (Watson, 2022). Hypothetically if we assume parents access regular office hours of nine until five Monday to Friday this creates an accessibility issue as the group would operate during school times. In this case the opportunity of engagement is removed, to counteract this it is possible to put on additional events or information evenings outside of school times to address and frequently asked questions. The final threat to consider would be ensuring school process such as safeguarding, fire safety and first aid is followed at all times when appropriate. It is important staff deliver a safety discussion prior to the group taking place, as staff are present this does not need to be exhaustive however it is important to reference.

Initially the project will be introduced over one term to assess the sustainability and longevity, results can be measured via parental feedback, questionnaires and a trend in the weekly number of attendees. Successful impact will indicate parents accessing the support needed and developing emergent relationships. Long term this can be monitored from regular questionnaires and close monitoring for a raise in engagement levels of school activities and events. Reference to activities can be made in the school development plan and recognised by Estyn when inspecting. It is important to keep the intervention informative, current and ensure the entire school is aware of the goal and intended outcomes by explicitly publicizing the project through social media, posters, leaflets and word of mouth.

To conclude it is important to consider the research presented as a whole. There are evident trends in data that suggest high levels of community engagement are beneficial to the learner in all aspects, from academic to supporting wellbeing. Theorist such as Piaget, Bronfenbrenner and Bandura pose oppositional arguments for the necessity of community engagement. Implying that if the child acts alone to make their own meaning or uses parental relationships as a prototype for future relationships, allowing the child to predict, control or manipulate interactions (Bowlby, 2015). In the bigger picture I feel all theories and research contribute to the understanding of child development and the benefits on engagement with the surrounding community, however, this should be used as more of a baseline as opposed to a guideline. Each community surrounding every school differs regarding attainment gaps, affluence or deprivation, culture and diversity, there is not a standardized method that will fit consistently. Schools play an imperative role in understanding their local area and needs of their learners and should strive towards the celebration of local heritage by embracing culture and utilising relationships to provide enriched and real life context learning opportunities for children (Donaldson, 2015). The community project proposed encapsulates values and ethics however gives the freedom for parents and local residents to collaborate and share the meaning of each religious festival and event as a personal experience. 
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Appendices

Appendix A
	
	HELPFUL
	HARMFUL

	INTERNAL
(within the school)
	Strengths

· Making links with families and parents from the local community
· Involving the wider community such as care homes for elder residents
· Reducing the stigma of asking for support from school
· [bookmark: _Hlk130233151]Supporting families new to the area seek relevant help – there are multiple linguistic barriers faced. Some student from the school have been identified as refugees from Ukraine that have little to no English. This could offer support in relation to filling out forms and accessing relevant authorities.
· It offers an opportunity for both new and old parents to meet, discuss their children, make friends and offer a stronger sense of belonging.

	Weaknesses

· Parents may not want to ask for support
· Parents may feel they are being categorised and isolated – even though this will be delivered as a whole school initiative.

	EXTERNAL 
(outside the school)
	Opportunities

· [bookmark: _Hlk130235980]The community feel
· To offer support
· Promoting wellbeing amongst parents with check in opportunities, parent to parents support and the development of friendships and external support systems outside of the school building.

	Threats

· Lack of parental engagement
· Linguistic barriers may be difficult to overcome. 
· Lack of time
· Lack of understanding he importance for children development and links to academic achievement




