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[bookmark: _Int_cnOK51Fu]                                                     Start at my feet – commentary 
 
[bookmark: _Int_c3T5fxaF]Throughout this assignment, I will be researching and explaining how opportunities and challenges in a school’s community influence teaching, learning, and other aspects of the school. I will be focusing on how School A work with families before a child starts school as well as how the school works with and supports parents and carers. School A is a large community Primary School with currently 633 pupils on role. The school is in a local town of which there is an area of disadvantaged attached. School A is one of the largest community Primary schools in Wales and is also a pioneer school leading on curriculum design. ‘Pioneer Schools represent a critically important and very exciting opportunity to be part of an all-Wales partnership team that will play a key role in ensuring better learning and higher standards for all of our children and young people’ (Dera, n.d.). The school aspires to find and implement initiatives which improve the health and well-being of the whole school community, for example, ‘PATHS’, ‘ELSA’, ‘UNICEF rights for the child’ etc. School A stated that “community-based learning is a key focus on our school development plan for 2023/2024” (School A, 2023)

[bookmark: _Int_0TzfwG5A]As mentioned above I will be focusing on how the school works with families before a child starts school. It could be said that children learn best when the significant adults in their lives such as parents/carers, teachers and other family and community members work together to encourage and support the child (Comer, 1997). To facilitate a smooth transition beginning school, school A host weekly toddler groups to welcome new families to the school. This provides opportunities for new families to familiarise the school environment, teachers and staff. It also creates an opportunity for the children to interact with peers their age and begin early development skills. Being with other children helps a child to build social relationships which can provide opportunities such as empathy, friendships, sharing and expressing emotions (GOV.UK, n.d.). As well as access to equipment and resources some may not have at home. Additionally, it creates a support system between the parents and carers, which could benefit both the family’s and the child’s wellbeing. School A also offer open days, including a tour of the school and key staff available to talk to. The open days give a chance for parents, family members, siblings and members of the community to experience a school setting. This can help build a positive relationship for some members of the community, who may have negative experiences or memories in a school setting. Many parents/carers and children may feel more comfortable talking to teachers in their home environment. School A support parents/carers and children who may feel this way by conducting home visits before the child starts school. This serves as a good starting point providing opportunities for good communication as well as a sense of trust, which helps to build positive relationships. Home visits promote proactive interactions through which teachers provide authentic support while recognising family's strengths and needs (Graff, 2017). However, while some parents/carers and children would prefer to be visited in their own home environment, other families may find this challenging. This could be due to poor housing conditions which can cause the parents/carers to feel self-conscious letting someone into their home. Home visits also allow parents to express any concerns or queries before the child starts, in a safe one-to-one environment. This allows the parent/carer to speak freely about their child’s needs without fear of other parents overhearing and/or making judgements. This also provides a chance for parents/carers to familiarise the teacher with the child’s strengths and weaknesses, helping the teacher in advance know what areas need to be worked on most. ‘The earlier you nurture a child’s strengths and remediate their weaknesses, the faster and more impact the effort will have’ (Robinson, 2021). Furthermore, Home visits allow the teacher to gain an insight into the resources the child may or may not have at home. This has a particular impact on a child’s well-being and may help the teacher determine whether the child may be eligible for free school meals and grant applications. The teacher from School A could then inform the families of the school’s ‘take what you need box’. Through the teacher’s observation and informal chat with the family at the home visit, teachers can gain a better understanding of the family’s circumstances and discover any wellbeing or safeguarding issues beforehand. Moreover, when a child is starting school, they may remember the member of staff that visited them at home. This could reassure the child with a familiar face and aid the transition process. Finally, home visits could take away the challenge of getting parents/ carers who may have a negative mindset when thinking of a school setting back into the school environment. This can be a barrier for many families and could result in causing children to feel anxious about being in school. So, by visiting these families at home beforehand, it is creating a comfortable environment for all.


[bookmark: _Int_eZxGWWnS]In this paragraph I will be discussing the challenges and opportunities School A faces when working with and supporting parents and carers within its community. School A as I’ve previously mentioned sits within an area of disadvantage. With an area of socio-economic challenges parents within this community require extra support and care from its community school. In order to address these challenges and create opportunities School A employs two Family Engagement Officers. A Family Engagement Officer will provide families going through temporary or permanent challenges with both emotional and practical support and advice (Prospects.ac.uk, n.d.) Those carrying out the FEO role often are familiar with families and the local community well and can build upon the natural links already in place. What is highly important is that by using a trauma-informed way of working, the Family Support Officers will also have the expertise and skills in family facilitation to build the trusting relationships required when working with families (Gov.Wales, n.d.). The Family Engagement Officers have a variety of roles. The first role I will focus on will be the challenge of raising attendance within the whole school context. School A uses the FEO to track attendance data of pupils. Those pupils who are significantly below attendance targets will be identified and monitored. The FEO will organise meetings with parents/carers and will aim to support the family to improve attendance based on the challenges the family are facing at that present time. The Family Engagement Officers will be able to call upon external agencies to support the family in hope of addressing the situation and enabling the parent/carer to then focus on supporting their child on attending regularly. It is critical for a child’s academic success, overall development, and well-being that they attend school. Evidence suggests that a crucial strategy for promoting children’s educational, economic, and social success is frequent attendance at school (Media-officer, 2023). The Family Engagement officer will also visit families at home to identify any challenges the families may be facing and in doing so the FEO will use their in-depth knowledge and experience to offer sign posting advice around mental health, housing, finance etc. As mentioned above the purpose of these visits is to enable the parent/carer to feel more comfortable and confident in their own environment, whilst they feel more comfortable in their home environment, they’re more likely to express any concerns and seek support. Home visits are an excellent way for teachers and their learners to start building strong relationships and communication skills with one another (Graff, 2017) As well as home visits and check ins, School A host engagement sessions called ‘Find Out Fridays’. These engagement sessions are an opportunity for families to talk about any problems in the community and within their household that may be affecting their children. These sessions enable the FEO to access the required support for families. In addition to the ‘Find Out Fridays’. School A’s support for parents/carers and members of the community extends to issues such as employment and the local economy, ‘The Dock Leaf Project. ‘The Dock Leaf Project’ provides help and guidance for parents/carers and members of the community to seek employment within the school. ‘The Dock Leaf Project’ entails volunteering for 16 hours a week in order to gain an NVQ Qualification in childcare or teaching, enabling them to apply for a paid role within a school setting.  For some parents/carers and members of the community who took place in ‘The Dock Leaf Project’, School A have then gone on to hire them at the school for job roles such as teaching assistants. Another role of School A’s Family Engagement Officers is to support the learning and equity for their pupils. One of the biggest challenges is equity in resources at home. The FEO will support this issue in a variety of different ways. One of the focuses that I have observed is the laptop loan. A number of learners within the school do not have access to IT devices at home. School A is overcoming this barrier by providing laptops. School A currently have 80 devices loaned to pupils. This creates many opportunities for those pupils, for example to be able to access the homework set online, for the parents to receive emails from the school and for remote learning in the case of any unexpected school closures. Having access to an IT device at home can be a crucial tool for making education more accessible and collaborative and can help to encourage learning at home (Arduino, n.d.). Lastly, I will discuss another role of the Family Engagement Officer, which is supporting the community through School A’s ‘take what you need box’. School A’s ‘take what you need box’ consists of uniforms, clothes, toys and books for both genders and children of all ages. As well as providing cleaning products, blankets, nappies, wipes and many more essentials available for any member of the community who are in need.

In conclusion, in this essay I have focused on the challenges School A face when working with families and members of its community. Throughout this essay I have shared my observations from within my school setting and celebrated how School A takes every opportunity to immerse itself in its community. It is proactive in challenging the community barriers and delivering the appropriate support within the school day and outside of it. From earliest entry point to school, School A gets to know its learners and their families, thus enabling them to develop positive relationships. These relationships can be developed overtime and help to address issues such as attendance and wellbeing. It also aims to address the issue of unemployment and lack of qualifications that can be found within a challenging socio-economic background. School A has set out to truly achieve what is expected of it as a community focused school. 
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