Start at my feet

Targets:
	What do I need to improve?
	What have I done to improve it?

	Ensure that more key theorists are included in both discussion and referencing.
	I have tried adding more theorists into my essay where necessary.

	Try to support your key messages with research, who agrees? Who disagrees?
	I have found more relevant sources in order to back up my research within this commentary.

	Provide a counter argument for recommendations made or critically evaluate aspects to be cautious with.
	I have tried adding recommendations about School X, based on research.

	Extend your reading to support referencing.
	Researched more by looking online and reading books to find suitable research to back up my points and key messages.




Every school’s community has different challenges to face compared to another. This could be due to the school budget, especially due to budget cuts within the education sector, (Montgomery. K, 2022) or because of the location of the school, making it more difficult to access locations for a school trip for example. However, this also means each school gains different and unique opportunities as well. This could be regarding the community the school is located in. Social justice must be put in place to ensure children get the best out of their education, no matter where they went to school, whilst maintaining equity. Social justice is crucial within the education sector as it goes beyond the academic achievements that the pupils achieve (www.graygroupintl.com, n.d.). It also helps overcome any inequalities that the education system may face. In other terms, children that are less privileged than others still have the ability to access and receive a meaningful and well-informed education.
A key point is that schools should ensure that they can find ways to help and support vulnerable children achieve their best; offering relevant opportunities for pupils to have high aspirations and expectations for themselves. It can be difficult for them to learn and expand their own knowledge and understanding in many aspects, without the support they might need to help aid their personal growth. This is why putting support networks in place is extremely vital. School X have an ‘Art therapy’ intervention program. This program is targeted to help children in many types of situations. A few of these include: pupils who have suffered from trauma; pupils on the autism spectrum; pupils in the process of being fostered or adopted; pupils being bullied; pupils with anxiety; pupils with behaviour issues and many more reasons. Research has shown that this intervention has been extremely beneficial for a variety of reasons. For example, behaviour within the classroom is improved (Rosal. M.L, 1993), emphasising its effectiveness.
School X also has 2 classroom facilities in their learning resource base, for children ages 3-11 who have been diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). This helps a child with ASD to receive the necessary support for their emotions, apply strategies and have a safe and quiet space for them to be able to regulate.
Other support programs in place are the Emotional Literacy Support Assistants, commonly known as ELSAs. The aim of an ELSA is to help guide and support children and their families. That could be with learning coping mechanisms for behaviour, or to support them through tough situations, such as the loss of a loved one. There is not much research on young people’s experience with the ELSA program (Hills. R, 2016). However, the research that has been completed (Hills. R, 2016) shows its extreme effectiveness in helping pupils’ self-esteem and resilience whilst also helping pupils be able to come forward and talk openly about their feelings, with a trusted adult. The same study also said how the project could be improved, as many participants said they would like to feel more prepared of what happens after their period with the intervention is over.
By giving extra support to the pupils who need it, whether that is an ELSA or an intervention program, it emphasises fairness and equity (see appendix 1) by giving the extra resources, meaning there is social justice. John Rawls’ (1971) agrees, as his theory of justice states that ‘I present the main idea of justice as fairness…’ (Rawls. J, 2009). This means it is giving pupils equal opportunities to be able to succeed in life.
On the other hand, extra support for pupils within school is costly. So, schools with a lower budget per annum may struggle to afford the support for their pupils. In 2018-2019, the average spending per learner was £6,000. (Sibieta, n.d.). This is about 6% less compared to 2009-2010. In 2023, School X’s budget per pupil was £4,834 (mylocalschool.gov.wales, n.d.). This is significantly lower. Due to this immense decrease to the budget, it puts pressure on schools to still be able to provide the paramount help to children with additional learning needs. This is also a struggle as due to the cost-of-living crisis; resource costs are also increasing making it even more challenging to afford the programs and resources in order to successfully and effectively implement necessary strategies (see appendix 2). Because of the reduced amount of funding, schools must be innovative with how they overcome this issue, whilst also maintaining their high standard of support.
A solution is to apply for grants from the government, as it helps the schools in many ways, in order to provide and maintain the support and interventions to a high standard. Some grants that vulnerable learners in Wales can apply for include The School Essentials Grant (GOV.WALES, n.d.) and The Pupil Development Grant (www.gov.wales, 2023) for example.

A school’s role is not only to help its pupils and staff, but to help promote its role to the whole wider community as well. A school can help bring people together, for events, jobs, and many other opportunities. From my experience, School X achieves this as it is a community driven school, offering relevant and important support to families on a range of matters.
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979) (Ettekal. A and Mahoney. J.L, 2017) shows the importance of community to a child’s development, as the environment a child is raised in can influence them for the rest of their lives. The proverb from the Nigerian lgbo community ‘It takes a whole village to raise a child’ (Alasi. L, 2021) agrees that there are multiple factors that affect a child’s development. By giving pupils access and opportunities to interact with the local community is extremely beneficial. School trips such as visiting a local care home or getting guest speakers to do an assembly will have a positive effect on a child and their development (The Elms, 2019) as it can help teach them empathy, confidence, and other skills.
One way in which School X brings the community together is by hosting a community choir, where all ages are welcome. This can have a positive impact on wellbeing, self-esteem, and mental health (Anon, 2023) due to it releasing stress reducing hormones such as Oxytocin (www.bbc.com, n.d.). Also, by the choir being available to all ages, it helps tackle loneliness within the area, as local residence can meet on a weekly basis and share a hobby together. In 2022, a study was conducted to find the statistics of loneliness in Wales (www.gov.wales, 2023) and it found that 13% were lonely. These results were the same as the prior year. 48% of people were found to feel lonely occasionally within the same study. This means that loneliness is very evident within Wales (see appendix 3), so community choirs, like the one at School X, are extremely beneficial. 
Linking back to how schools can help jobs and other opportunities within the community, School X run a project, which aims to help unemployed members of the community, gain qualifications to get jobs within an education setting. There are currently on average 51,600 unemployed people living in Wales (www.ons.gov.uk, 2023) so this project can help decrease this statistic. The project at School X consists of 2 days a week voluntary work at School X whilst studying alongside the local college. During the person’s time on the project, they gain training experiences and by the end, they also gain a recognisable qualification to be able to help them get jobs.
The location of School X is in an economically disadvantaged area, where 29.3% of pupils are eligible to receive free school meals (mylocalschool.gov.wales, n.d). This means many of the local residents would appreciate access to relevant help and support mechanisms that the school may have to offer in its wider community role. This is why the school provide a ‘Take what you need trolley’. This is restocked daily and contains essentials like nappies, soap, and toilet paper. Any member of the community can take what they need without judgement, as it is unsupervised. 28% of children in Wales are living in poverty (Children and the cost of living crisis in Wales, 2023) so support like this is vastly appreciated.
School X also provides fruit to their pupils at snack time, helping the children get at least 1 of their 5 a day. This links to one of the four purposes, as it is helping the pupils become healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government, 2020). Fruit and vegetables are extremely important for a child’s development (Geiger. E, 2022) as it helps them get the vital vitamins and mineral needed for them to grow and develop. Moreover, it helps improve their school performance (Geiger. E, 2022) as studies have shown that children who regularly eat a healthy balanced diet are more likely to achieve higher grades in school, whilst also maintaining a higher attendance, in comparison to their peers who eat mainly snacks and fast food and other unhealthy foods. This means it is helping to create a good work ethic whilst also linking to another of the 4 purposes, which is to be ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives (Welsh Government, 2020). Due to not getting the correct nutrition, it is more difficult to concentrate within the classroom and an unhealthy diet can also lead to health conditions like obesity or diabetes. Various studies have proven a balanced diet with plenty of fruit and vegetables can reduce the risk of getting diseases (Gunnars. K, 2022), meaning attendance is likely to be higher, as the pupils are less likely to become ill. This takes the pressure and guilt off parents who may not be able to afford a healthy lifestyle, giving them knowledge that their child is getting the nutrition they need at school. By giving all children access to fruit, the school is implementing social justice. 
To conclude, the role of the school is ever evolving in order to cater for the ever-changing needs of the wider community, often acting as a hub facilitating support networks. This is because schools are a trusted resource where families are happy to seek advice. This cumulative role demonstrates how schools have developed in more recent times; from conventional expectation that a school is purely just to educate its pupils, to where schools are pivotal and trusted partners in pupil, family and community development and their progression. From observing many aspects of a school whilst on my bridging experiences at School X, I have seen the hard work and dedication School X has in order to try and support their learners and the members of the community that they are a part of. By knowing this, it will help influence what I would do whilst on my teaching practice. For example, seeing what ways my placement school has chosen to help its community and if they also provide free fruit for their pupils etc. It will also influence the learning in the classroom, as learning about topics that are important and that resonate with the local community (such as homelessness or recycling) is vital for the children to be able to grasp the understanding of what is affecting the area. This way, we can link it back to the curriculum and its four purposes, helping the pupils become ethical, informed citizens (Welsh Government, 2020). My targets for teaching the children are to give them the best opportunities available in order to understand the world around them, and for them to be able to help their community in any way they can. For example, School X’s pupils set up a soup kitchen whilst also including their community choir to perform for the people there. By incorporating the wider community into the classroom, we are agreeing to Bronfenbrenner’s theory (1979) (Paquette. D and Ryan. J, n.d.) as we are acknowledging that the different ‘layers’ of a community have an effect on a child’s development. Whether that is the mesosystem or the macrosystem (see appendix 4), all influence a child’s development. So, it is evident that including the community alongside the teaching of pupils is vital for their development (see appendix 5).
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Appendices

1)   Inequity, Equality, Equity, and Justice | Diversity & Inclusion (bu.edu)
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4) Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory (simplypsychology.org)
[image: Bronfenbrenners ecological systems 1]
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Figure 2: Loneliness by household type
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