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Introduction 

In this assignment, I will present a proposal, to governors and academic markers, that will provide an early-years initiative to improve the transition between home and school. Within the module ECAD6001, main lectures have provided content and stimulated discussions with respect to the following themes: transitions, children’s rights, poverty and social deprivation, pupil progress, Estyn and consortia, inclusion, multi-agency partnerships, interventions and wellbeing. 

Each topic has generated discussion for improving current transitions in various circumstances, as well as spark debate between professionals and student peers regarding current policy and funding. Examples from research, case studies and interactive tasks throughout the module, have helped me to develop a good background knowledge and understanding of various transitions within and external (but closely linked) to the school environment. These include potentially sensitive areas of transition, such as pupil deprivation, and health and well-being. It is the area of social deprivation that underpins my assignment with a focus on the initial home school transition that is now politically acknowledged and promoted in policy, but only more recently supported in funding terms for children and families with the greatest need.
Overall, the module has presented opportunities to understand, synthesise and evaluate initiatives designed to facilitate effective transitions. The evaluation process has developed an ability and confidence to identify specific factors that can influence pupil transition in various contexts. Similarly, key tasks and directed study have provided the opportunity to develop a deeper understanding of the importance of developing professional relationships that can support and improve the quality of children’s learning. It remains important to reflect upon Welsh government legislation and publications as well as the critical eye of Estyn when undertaking analysis of practice and considering future strategy. 
Combining these acquired skills, knowledge, understanding and research from the module, I am now able to organise, present and structure my academic work using a range of sources, ideas and information at the appropriate level. 

School Context

School A is situated in the east of the city of Swansea in the Swansea local authority. The school opened in April 2007. When inspected in 2014 (Estyn, 2014) there were 353 pupils aged three to eleven years on roll, a figure that had risen to 411 pupils by 2018. (My Local School, 2019a) In 2019, due to increasing demand, the local authority increased the Nursery intake to 60 places, effectively making the school a two-form entry school. 

The percentage of pupils eligible to free school meals has remained above the Welsh average figure throughout the last decade (approximately 25% in 2018), and whilst no pupils speak Welsh as their first language approximately 18% of pupils come from ethnic minority backgrounds of whom 16% speak English as an additional language.

As well as a headteacher the school has 17 designated teachers and 25 Teaching assistants. When the school was inspected in 2014 the individual budget for each pupil was £3,148 placing the school 61st out of the 80 schools in Swansea in terms of budget per pupil with the minimum being £2,665 and the maximum being £7, 839. By 2018 the budget figure per pupil had risen to £3337. The school has had over £150, 000 in reserves for each of the last six years (My Local School, 2019).

Synopsis of Literature

The synopsis of literature is presented in sections. There is a political dimension that analyses the origins of the Pupil Deprivation Grant (now Pupil Development Grant) where part time pupils were actually only included in the funding formula several years after full time pupils. There is a need to consider the importance of Language development and researched strategies that can be utilised and developed within home school transition. Leading the learning is important within a holistic approach that considers the powerful role of the family and how the school can influence home learning in a positive manner. Each of these sections draws selectively from a broad research base. 

Political Dimension
Welsh Government’s (2013) first Early Years and Childcare plan recognised that families and parents/carers are ‘best-placed’ to raise their children and that the ‘Team Around the Family’ is a co-ordinated, well trained and supported workforce. This ten-year plan closely followed the Tackling Poverty Action Plan (2012-2016) (Welsh Government, 2012), where it was stated that ‘hard choices’ needed to be taken including whether to prioritise investing in better early years education or developing energy efficiency. 

The report acknowledged, that there are multiple barriers to prevent people from fulfilling their potential. It was advocated that from conception to early adulthood, one aim would be to reduce inequality at the earliest possible stage and break the link between socio-economic disadvantage, educational under achievement and the impaired life chances that flow from these. The report also stated that by the age of 5 children from the most economically advantaged groups have been found to be more than a year ahead in vocabulary tests compared to those from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Despite this rhetoric, initial Pupil Deprivation Grant money was only allocated to pupils aged 5-15 in the period before 2015. (Welsh Government, 2015a) From the years 2015-17 each eligible child aged 3 to 4 in the Foundation Phase received an allocation of £300 whilst each eligible child aged 5 to 15 received £1050 in years 2015- 16 rising to £1,150 in the following year. (Welsh Government, 2015a) Even allowing for the part time status of Nursery pupils this initial approach to actual funding seems to contradict the government’s own evidence and aims.  Perhaps the most important government pronouncement from Welsh Government (2014 p5) stated in highlighted text that: 
‘we recognise the critical importance of developing strong partnerships with pre- and post-compulsory education. We recognise the importance of seamless transition from home or childcare settings into Foundation Phase education.’

Financial support for 3-5 year olds finally rose to £600 per child in 2017-18 and further increased to £700 in 2018-19. (Senedd Research, 2018)
 The Importance of Language Development and relevant statistics and programmes
The most significant factor in the early years is a child’s environment, particularly the amount and quality of ‘talk’ children experience with their parents/carers, families, peers and early years practitioners. (Welsh Government, 2015). Hart and Risley (1995 cited in Welsh Government, 2017)) noted that children of professional families heard 215,000 words a week compared with 62,000 in areas of deprivation.

Receptive language plays a central role in child development and it is the foundation for the development of expressive language which is closely linked to cognitive development. (Owens, 2005 cited in Welsh Government, 2017)

Children with transient needs in speech, language and communication, evidenced by impoverished language or poorly developed speech and language skills, with the right support are likely to catch up with their peers (ICAN, 2009 cited in Welsh Government, 2017). However, children can be up to 16 months behind high income counterparts at school entry and this gap in language is larger than gaps in other cognitive skills (Waldfogel and Washbrook, 2010 cited in Welsh Government, 2017))

Examples of successful strategies are available within the Effective Toolkit (2019) and The Communication Trust (2019). One example from Hanen (2019) ‘It Takes Two to Talk’ is supported by evidence of significantly positive outcomes for young children with delayed language. The programme is based on underlying principles that support parents to interact in ways that develop communication in the natural environment of the home and family.  Both organisations have produced materials which have been trialled and found to be successful with young children’s language development with respect to receptive and expressive language.

Leadership 
When addressing ‘Leadership for Learning’ Swaffield and MacBeath (2009) made clear that the most powerful influences on learning are parents and peers, generally in combination with other factors which lie outside schools. Desforges (2003 cited in West-Burnham et al and Welsh Government), reinforces this when he stated that what parents do with their children at home through the age range, is much more significant than any other factor open to educational influence. Silins and Mulford (2002) concluded that 80% or more of student achievement can be explained by student background rather than schools or variables located on the family path (Leithwood, 2011). 

However, all schools can improve and normally leadership is the most significant factor in influencing the pace, quality and sustainability of the school’s improvement (Estyn, 2016). Estyn’s report, based on several years of Inspection evidence, saw each school needing to take its own improvement journey.  Where schools were building momentum and sustaining high standards, leaders had identified and developed other staff with leadership potential, including those at relatively early stages in their career. Within these schools Governing Bodies, significantly, have a clear understanding of the school’s work and perform effectively as critical friends. One notable characteristic relates to the school’s evolving vision with a focus of raising standards, based on the views of all stakeholders, which is aspirational, challenging and achievable. 

The Intervention

School A has a successful record of parental engagement, with the overall partnerships described as exceptional (Estyn, 2014). However, the same report acknowledged that many pupils enter the school with knowledge, understanding and skills below the level expected for their age. Analysis of available data (Welsh Government, 2013) shows that by the age of five, children who are eligible for free school meals, can be up to a year behind more affluent peers, notably in literacy. Whilst across Wales, the attainment gap for this group of children generally widens as they move through the education system, School A has successfully addressed this position through a range of successful intervention strategies (Estyn, 2014).

A small number of pupils in School A benefit from a Flying Start facility, but the majority of the children attending Flying Start actually reside in the catchment of the neighbouring primary school, with the majority of children living in one of four wards in this geographically discrete area of east Swansea.  Indeed, the neighbouring primary school has a 10% higher free school meals eligibility (My Local School, 2019b) which appears to support this position. Therefore, within School A, in an annual intake of 60 Nursery pupils, a significant majority do not benefit from Flying Start provision from two years of age. 
This proposed initiative, using funding from the Pupil Development Grant and School Reserves (My Local School, 2019), develops an example of good practice from the guidance document from a school in Newport (Welsh Government, 2015), which aims to address and improve transition for all children from home to school. It is envisaged that following the introduction and use of researched strategies (Education Endowment Foundation, 2019, Welsh Government, 2017)), all participating children will enter Nursery with improved literacy skills. This will enable a future refocusing of intervention strategies within the school. This should ensure that, rather than improving certain pupils from a low base line, greater emphasis can be placed on developing all pupils, including the are more able, thereby addressing recent government criticisms regarding inequitable use of PDG. (Sennedd Research, 2018).

A successful pilot, conducted during one term, involved ten children and their parents. An initial visit to each home by the class teacher and one Nursery TA took place, to explain and discuss the transition programme, which was followed by weekly visits to the school by parents (grandparents, carers) with their children. In the first session, both the teacher and the TA facilitated the play- based approaches to developing children’s receptive and expressive language. 

Receptive language essentially means the ability to understand information. It involves understanding the words, sentences and meaning of what others say or what is read. Expressive language means being able to put thoughts into words and sentences, in a way that makes sense and is grammatically accurate. Expressive language also informs an individual’s writing (Afasic, 2019).

This theme was developed by the TA in subsequent sessions, as well as presenting opportunities and examples to parents explaining and modelling how children could be encouraged to retell stories. These researched techniques are explained and academically verified by the Education Endowment Foundation (2019) and the Communication Trust (2019).


A specific example, ‘It Takes Two to Talk’ (Hanen, 2019) articulates how parents can learn practical strategies in a small personalised group setting. As part of this process, parents are supported to interact in ways that facilitate their child’s language and interaction. Examples of how this can occur at home and with the family are shared, and this is role played, initially by the TA, to show how clear age appropriate language can be a positive and responsive experience. 

The programme, in a step by step format, develops confidence in both the parent and thereby also the child. Parents are encouraged to consider examples of opportunities for meaningful talk based on each individual pupils’ interests, as well as sharing possible parental strategies for developing conversations and everyday routines. It is also explained how this approach can be meaningfully extended into play scenarios and the use of appropriate picture books. 
Between sessions, parents are encouraged to try out these strategies within the home and to share successes with fellow parents. To enable the picture book strategy to be developed, the school has purchased a bank of suitable books that parents can lend. To ensure continuity during holiday periods the school has liaised with local library staff, enabling membership and continued access to high quality picture books to take place. 

The TA who led the pilot sessions has considerable experience of facilitating similar Nursery parent groups with Literacy and Play sessions (Mielonen and Paterson, 2009). During the pilot all other TAs attended two sessions each, to gain relevant first-hand training and vital experience of how the school sessions will take place when they become part of the full initiative.  It is intended to formally introduce this structured intervention to all prospective nursery children when they reach their second birthday. 
 








Evaluation of personal learning

Completing this assignment has been a significant personal learning journey.

It has presented the opportunity to reflect upon one successful school considering relevant external findings, school data, relevant research and government legislation and priorities, all with an aim of devising a strategy to improve pupils’ learning. This forensic approach to school improvement has demonstrated to me that from an early stage in my teaching career there will be opportunities to be involved in leading school development. This is supported by Estyn (2016) and also key professional standards (Welsh Government, 2018).

The proposed Activity would provide relevant evidence against several standards, notably ‘Leading colleagues and programmes’ with the opportunity to use personal knowledge to positively influence the practice of others. The Activity would also enable me to ‘support the development of the Foundation Phase’ and ‘offer expertise’ to TAs (Welsh Government, 2015b) who are trying something new with respect to delivering an effective transition programme to parents and pre-school children. My learning from the module and, in particular the research I have conducted into the Welsh Government’s priority of tackling deprivation, would provide evidence towards addressing the standard of ‘Wider research and research findings’ such is the multifaceted approach of this initiative.

Increased personal learning about both receptive and expressive language and how this can be developed within the home would enable a refinement and improvement of my own teaching that would address and provide evidence against the professional standard ‘Involving Partners in Learning.’ 

Overall, this Activity has provided me with considerable scope to develop my reflective approach towards my own teaching, whilst also providing me with an opportunity to consider two of the national priorities for Wales from an emerging leadership perspective.  





Script – Presentation to Governors 

Prynhawn da, my name is Miss Tyler and I am a Reception class teacher for this academic year.  Thank you for allowing me to share my school improvement initiative proposals for improving transition from home to school, during this meeting. 

As a school, we already have a strong commitment to parental engagement which, as you know, was considered excellent in the last school inspection. ESTYN remarked that the school has a wide range of very effective partnerships with parents, which they referred to as exceptional. It was expressed within the report, that these partnerships have a significant impact on our pupils’ learning and wellbeing. Parental opportunities to participate in lessons alongside their children, was also considered a strength and, within the Standards section of our report, it was acknowledged that there had been a trend of improvement in pupils’ performance in literacy and mathematical skills, over the past three years. 

However, whilst we have retained our Green school status for the four years since the Inspection, there is an aspect of parental transition that we could address and improve that could have a major impact on future generations of learners. The opening statement in our 2014 ESTYN report, acknowledged that many pupils enter the school with knowledge, understanding and skills below the level expected for their age. 

Analysis of available data for the whole of Wales shows that by the age of five, children who are eligible for free school meals, can be up to a year behind more affluent peers, notably in literacy. Across Wales, the attainment gap for this group of children generally widens as they move through the education system. 

As a school, we have always had more children eligible for free school meals than the national picture. As ESTYN pointed out, by the end of the Foundation Phase this group of pupils performed less well than their peers but, as a result of successful intervention strategies throughout the primary years, this gap significantly narrows by the end of key stage 2.

From this positive reflection on what the school already achieves, it is proposed that we now extend our partnership into engaging with all parents before children enter our school. Whilst this school includes a Flying Start facility, it must be stressed that, the majority of children benefitting from this, actually reside in just one of four local wards, and these children all transition to the neighbouring primary school. 

Therefore, whilst for a limited number of children, there is an opportunity for us to engage with their parents before they start within our school, the actual percentage benefitting from this provision is relatively small. With the local council continuing to sanction nursery places beyond our initial planned admission numbers, the actual percentage of parents with which we are formally involved has diminished each year since the Flying Start facility opened.
National guidance for use of the Pupil Development grant promotes engagement with the home environment of learners. Within the guidance, an example of good practice features a school from Newport, with a similar free school meals percentage to us. 

Staff from this Newport school, visit pre-school children and parents in their homes to begin to foster relationships, which is then developed with reciprocal visits being made by parents and children to the school. The initiative being proposed here for our school, would replicate this process with initial home visits made by members of our staff. 

This would be followed up with timetabled school-based family learning opportunities for parents with their children. Each session would be carefully designed to equip parents to support their children in language development, and pre-reading skills and other aspects of literacy within their home environment. 

The approach would build on some existing Flying Start strategies, as well as utilising some researched and endorsed strategies from the Education Endowment Foundation’s Early Years Toolkit. It is anticipated that this initiative will enable all of our children to benefit in the important lead up period to school, and have an early positive experience in the school environment socialising with a group of other children, of the same age. It is planned that this approach will be supplemented by relevant and coordinated multi-agency work, which can utilise the close links that the school has developed through visits to Flying Start. 

The toolkit includes some tried and tested approaches that include explanations of how to develop children’s vocabulary and their use of expressive and receptive language. One example of this entitled ‘It Takes Two to Talk’ is designed to build parental confidence in developing and reinforcing naturally occurring vocabulary within the home. This successful strategy encourages responsive interaction based on the child’s world and experience that sees parents consider the clarity of their own language in the process. Further teaching strategies will enable parents to encourage children to retell stories. A lot of the strategies are fully researched and are proven to be successful. 

All Nursery staff from our school would have opportunities to lead on school-based sessions and it is envisaged that there would also be a borrowing facility of high-quality books and resources that will be purchased by the school, supported by some funding from the pupil development grant. The local library has agreed to support this initiative, in order that books could continue to be available during holiday periods. 

With sixty children scheduled to join our Nursery each year, it is envisaged that children’s families will be visited in the year preceding their third birthday, and preferably soon after the children have their second birthday. Whilst the administration of this will be undertaken by the school office staff, who are the focal point for school admission, the visits will be undertaken by the Nursery class teacher and a TA. All our Nursery TAs will be trained to be involved in delivering this initiative. To date we have run a successful pilot with ten pupils taking part with one TA during one academic term. 

In this pilot, an initial mutually agreed meeting has taken place in each pupil’s home visited by the teacher and TA. During this visit parents had the scheme explained and some future dates and times shared for follow-up meetings in the school. The first school meeting has been taken by the teacher and the TA together, but subsequent meetings have just involved the TA. It is considered that the overall approach will see each TA meeting with one group of parents and their children. This group of children will become part of the TAs responsibility when the children enter school. This will allow all parents to develop confidence to share important information with this person who will be a daily source of contact.

As part of a longer-term strategy it is anticipated that each TA will regularly liaise with the Nursery teacher throughout the three years of this strategy.  Reception staff will be kept informed of this initiative so that ongoing transition to full time schooling can be improved. In the final half term, Nursery TAs, and the teacher from Reception will also be afforded time to develop close links with both the individual groups of children and the parents to ensure that the momentum of the initial transition is maintained into full-time education thereby addressing another important transition period.

There will be a cost to this initiative which is presented within our School Development Plan. The Nursery class teacher will be required to attend each home visit which will account for approximately twenty teaching days annually, whilst the initial school-based sessions will occupy a further three days. For TAs, there will be thirty days each, of commitment to this project. This will require the school to employ one additional TA to be engaged and this member of staff will also receive full training. This will ensure that any TA absence can be covered so that continuity and confidence and trust is maintained at all times. It is anticipated that resources and the additional staff member will be funded by the pupil development grant whilst the supply costs for the Nursery teacher will be met from school reserves. 

The pilot demonstrated that parents responded well to the initial visit and this was evident from the take up of school-based sessions. This pilot has provided some base line data that will be used to inform evaluation of the delivery of the initiative. This included very positive feedback from the parents, who remarked of their increased confidence in developing conversations with their young children, as well as their greater confidence in sharing picture books. Analysis of the roll out of the whole initiative will be undertaken each term by all the participating staff and overseen by the Foundation Phase coordinator who, along with myself, will report back to the senior leadership team of the school. 

It is planned that updates on this exciting and relevant transition initiative will be shared with Governors throughout the year ahead at termly meetings. 

Ongoing feedback from all staff involved in the initiative, will inform modifications and improvements, taking into consideration the views of parents, staff, multi-agency personnel and, of course, the children themselves. It is vital that this initiative must feel owned and shared by all stakeholders within the project, to ensure that it has the opportunity to become an important addition to our existing suite of successful transition practices.
 Thank you for taking the time to listen to my proposal. I now open the floor up for any questions you may have. 
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