Written response- a proposal for a school community project.

The Welsh Curriculum suggests that outdoor learning is beneficial for learners as it can offer many opportunities for learners to be imaginative, to move around, to be loud, and to take risks and chances. Weather, noises, smells, and textures are just some of the stimuli that can enrich and improve a child's learning environment, that can be found outside. Children develop more social, physical, and creative skills when they are outside and those who have these skills developed are better equipped to learn and retain information in future learning (Welsh Government, 2009). 
My project proposal is about introducing wellbeing afternoons that consists of planting and growing vegetables, and later cooking those vegetables with recipes that were helped developed by the children. The purpose of this proposal is to improve learners’ wellbeing. Being active outdoors has been suggested to improve wellbeing, whilst learning about gardening and growing different types of vegetables will help to develop their knowledge on healthy eating and also challenge and develop a range of basic life skills such as cooking. The project will be trialled with the whole of class 4, which includes 22 children. If successful, the project will be continued each year with different students.
I have chosen this proposal as I believe it will benefit the learners of School M. For the purpose of this assignment the school being discussed has been named ‘School M’. School M is a primary school with approximately 220 pupils attending. It is located in a deprived area and consists of a very large local authority council estate, as well as a permanent Gypsy Traveller site. It also has a very high percentage of free school meals (FSM), about 49%. This is above the average FSM in Wales, which is 20% (Estyn, 2016). School M are dedicated to ensuring that their pupils receive the best education available to them and that they make individual progress throughout their time in school. They focus on making sure their learners feel like that have contributed positively to the community, they were a valued member of the school and the community, and importantly, they want to nurture and promote the health and wellbeing of the learners within the school (School M, 2021). During my PTE time in School M, I witnessed first-hand the importance of student wellbeing and the measures the school went to, to ensure they knew how their learners were feeling and how to support them. This is supported by the ESTYN report in 2016 which rated the overall ‘wellbeing’ section of the report as ‘good’. Even though the ESTYN report came back with results that said nearly all students had a good understanding of the importance of healthy eating, there is evidence within the school to suggest that some pupils are not eating healthy foods at home. The school has a healthy eating policy and therefore unhealthy snacks are limited within the school; however, some families chose to ignore this policy. Due to the large amount of evidence that suggests benefits of health and wellbeing because of outdoor learning and healthy eating, I decided to combine the two and create an outdoor learning environment that includes growing vegetables to eat and allowing the children the chance to cook these vegetables into healthy meals, improving their knowledge on general gardening skills, healthy eating and cooking. I believe this falls in line with School M’s current efforts and policies to try and promote a healthy, enriching, learning environment, and improve the health and wellbeing of the pupils. This proposal will benefit the learners and the community as, being in a deprived area, it is known that families in poverty and deprived areas can find it difficult to afford fresh and ‘healthy’ produce. There are strong links between poverty and low-income households with childhood obesity (Nuffield Trust, 2022), with many statistics that prove this. This proposal aims to help combat this, by showing learners how they can grow their own vegetables at home in their gardens or in pots, and by also showing them healthy meals they can help make at home with fresh produce.
Friedrich Froebel, born in 1782, was a German education theorist and practitioner who invented ‘kindergarten’ (Merrick, 2022). His beliefs about the importance of outdoor play have had a significant influence on the way mainstream education is now taught, (Weston, 2000). Froebel believed that the whole child's development, including spiritual development, could be improved by outdoor play and learning. With a many studies and evidence linking the importance outdoor play and learning has on children, for example a study done by Wells and Evans (2003) stated that levels of local nature in rural areas attenuate the effects of stressful life events on children's psychological wellbeing. Particularly children who had more access to nature in their local or nearby areas, than those who had less, did not experience life stress as much. This implies that outdoor learning can have a positive effect on pupil's health and wellbeing, as well as many other areas such as the study that showed outside learning to positively impact physical activity rates and enjoyment (Natural England, 2016). A literature review was also done, examining the beneficial effects of children's utilisation of outdoor green space on their health and wellbeing, written by Muñoz in 2009. All the above statements help support the benefits my project proposal could have. While outdoor play and learning has many studies to suggest its benefits, this project consists of a slightly more specific area within the topic, gardening. Many recent studies and research, especially since the Covid-19 pandemic when people were limited to the amount of outside contact and socialisation they were allowed, which in turn affected many people's mental health and wellbeing as well as physical health also, gardening was a recommendation to help improve the mental wellbeing of the public (Richard- LUC, 2020). One longitudinal analysis regarding the mental health crisis in the UK during the Covid-19 pandemic concluded that the initial COVID-19 epidemic appears to have had an impact on the mental health and general well-being of the adult population in the UK. It is alarming that the prevalence of suicidal ideation is rising across waves, particularly among young adults (O'Connor et al., 2020). It has been demonstrated that participating in gardening activities, whether they are part of the school curriculum or are community and home-based, encourages social connections, family ties, emotional and mental wellbeing, manages stress, lessens depression and anxiety, and enhances intellectual and academic outcomes in children and teenagers (Shanmuganathan-Felton et al., 2020). It has been demonstrated that participating in gardening offers both short-term and long-term benefits for mental health outcomes. Just a few hours of gardening can instantly alleviate depressive and anxiety symptoms, and regular gardening is linked to lower stress and higher life satisfaction (Waliczek et al., 2001).
Links between low income and childhood obesity have existed for years. A UK cohort study found that compared to their classmates in the highest income quintile, children in the poorest quintile had a much greater prevalence of obesity. It was also revealed that children in the lower income quintiles were more likely to have mothers who smoked while they were pregnant, to have been introduced to solid food earlier, to have been either not breastfed at all or for a shorter period of time, to have less likely played or been active with their parents, to have spent more time watching TV and using a computer, and to have had later or irregular bedtimes. It also found that the children in the lower income brackets had less chance of consuming fruit or eating breakfast every day, which gives possible reasons why childhood obesity is greater in families who have lower income (Goisis et al., 2016). A person's health can be negatively impacted by being overweight or obese, and some people may also struggle with psychological issues like low self-esteem, a negative self-image, and lack of confidence due to being overweight or obese (NHS Wales, 2022). These statistics and studies show the negative impact being overweight can have on peoples mental and physical wellbeing, which is why it is important to encourage learners to look after their health by educating them on ways they can help to improve their health. The study done by Goises et al., in 2016 show that lower income families are more likely to have obese or overweight children, and School M, being in an area of high deprivation, fits this category.
As stated above, this project aims to improve learners' health and wellbeing. It will be done by using gardening to encourage learners to thrive in an outside learning environment, which is suggested to help physical and mental wellbeing (2. Wells and Evans, 2003), and by then allowing the children to develop their knowledge and understanding of what it takes to grow vegetables such as carrots, lettuce, potatoes, spring onions, tomatoes, and courgettes, harvest them, and create meals using their home grown produce. After the project, the leaners are to develop their own ‘recipe cards’ of the foods they have made with their produce grown in the large school garden, and these will be taken home to families with excitement and encouragement from the children in order for them to recreate the recipes at home. Evidence suggests that gardening can improve mental wellbeing, (2. Richard- LUC, 2020), and also that being outdoors can encourage and improve physical activity (2. Natural England, 2016). By harvesting and cooking the produce the learners will be encouraged to develop their understanding on healthy eating habits, all of which are lifelong skills that are approved by the Welsh curriculum as they support some of the different aspects of the four core purposes; enterprising, creative contributors as they will be developing their own recipe cards; ambitious, capable learners as they learn and explore the different types of vegetables and conditions it takes for them to grow, as well as planting and exploring the garden; and healthy, confident individuals as this project will allow them to explore the importance of healthy eating, improving wellbeing, and enhancing their learning (Curriculum for Wales, 2020). 
There are two volunteers from a local gardening community, who are experienced gardeners and own an allotment where they often grow vegetables, who have agreed to help with our project and are excited to share their knowledge with the next generation of potential gardeners. With this, staffing should not be an issue as the class four class teacher and teaching assistant also enjoy gardening and growing various produce and have done for years. As many schools suffer with budgeting problems (Lewis, 2022), we are aware of the potential risk in the cost of some supplies, such as gardening tools, seeds to plant, pots, etc (Department for Education, GOV.UK, 2021). To try and reduce this small amount we have sent letters home to families and out to the local community asking to borrow any gardening tools, or to donate any spare vegetable seeds that they no longer need or use, the same goes for pots to start our seedlings off in. We have had several responses back and have gathered a small number of seeds and tools which will be very helpful for beginning our project. The local gardening community club have also borrowed us some gardening tools to help keep the cost minimum. The children have also been advised to wear old clothes and shoes, or wellies on the day the gardening will take place (weekly, on Thursday afternoons). 
Measuring the impact of wellbeing can be difficult as it is unique to each child and can change daily. It is an unseen process and be affected by many different variables. Therefore, measuring the impact this project has on the child could be an impractical difficulty. However, there are methods School M already have in place as a way to measure the pupil wellbeing within the classroom and that is to have the students relay a wellbeing score of one, two, or three, one being the happiest and three being the worst. These wellbeing ‘check-ins’ occur every day in the morning or the afternoon during the class register and the check ins will continue to occur during the gardening project also. In order to keep the well-being checks separate, a wellbeing check-in ‘box’ will be introduced. As each pupil enters the classroom on Thursday morning, they will be given a small piece of paper where they will use the wellbeing score of one, two, or three to rate how they are feeling at that time, and they will put the paper in the ‘Bore bocs’. In the afternoon, after their gardening activities, they will each be given another piece of paper where they will, again, record their wellbeing score and put it in a different box called the ‘Prynhawn bocs’. Therefore, the impact the project may have had on the pupils can be more easily recorded and seen by the class teacher. This way it can be more effective to record the wellbeing of the pupils. Also tracking more easily observed factors such as lack of engagement or attendance is a way to see if the project is successful, (Oxford Primary, 2022). Other ways that wellbeing have been measured during similar projects are by using the Leuven Scale. Under the direction of Dr. Ferre Laevers, a team from the Research Center for Experiential Education at Leuven University in Belgium created this application. The Leuven Scale tool concentrates on the two key indicators of "Wellbeing" and "Involvement" in any educational setting (healthyschools, 2020). It is a 5-point scale that enables educators, nursery workers, and childcare professionals to assess a student's emotional health and engagement. To help determine which segment of the scale a child may be at, the scale includes some features to be aware of, such as crying, distress, running away, uninspired, to happy, engaged, playful and at ease (Learningjournals, 2022). The 5-point scale for wellbeing and involvement is rated:
1- extremely low
2- low
3- moderate 
4- high 
5- extremely high
(Northumberland Education, 2016)
As stated above, the Leuven Scale can be used in schools to measure wellbeing and involvement and therefore could be a good way to measure the impact the garden project is having on the learners participating. It can be utilised by observing a learner for a short a period of time as you wish, two or three minutes to over an hour (Structural Learing, 2017), to assess them against the criteria of the scales and has been practiced successfully for years.
Overtime it is hoped that the learners will develop their understanding of healthy eating and demonstrate this throughout their time in school. They are always encouraged to eat healthy however, it is hoped that the children will be more inclined to suggest making meals and share their knowledge of healthy eating in their home environments and take initiative over their own diets by encouraging and requesting guardians to cook healthy meals together. Also, by exposing children to try different foods, especially by encouraging them to taste the produce they have grown and cooked themselves it may broaden their range of the different types of foods they could have, etc. Children are much more likely to consume fruits and vegetables that they have grown themselves, according to studies, especially when they have grown the food on the school grounds and been encouraged to harvest and care for it (Public Health England, 2013).
Referring to the SWOT analysis, considering some of the strengths of this project, such as the cross-curricular benefits in maths and numeracy, literacy and health and wellbeing, it is a mandatory aspect of the Welsh Curriculum (2. Curriculum for Wales, 2020) so therefore it is beneficial to be able to reach a variety of these cross-curricular standards. Another strength is that our experienced gardeners are volunteers, and we have been able to keep the cost of the project low by requesting various items to be donated or borrowed, which was a potential weakness on the SWOT analysis. There are also experienced staff members who are the class four teachers, as well as this there could be an opportunity to involve other staff within the school so that they can be trained to participate in the project for future. There will be risk assessments done prior to the project, so we can eliminate as many risks as possible, as well as be aware of any potential risks. Another benefit is that the learners and staff have potential to improve their mental wellbeing during this project. An opportunity of the project could be that because the local gardening community are involved, there could be a chance to develop links and build relationships within the community that could help future project proposals or repeating of the current project. As one of the aims of this proposal is to measure the wellbeing of the learners, it could prove quite difficult to do so, as it is often not actively shown and requires observations to gather an understanding of someone's wellbeing. To try and overcome this we will adopt methods such as the wellbeing boxes and the Leuven Scale. Another small potential weakness could be that the learners forget suitable clothing and footwear, to overcome this we will be sending letters home informing carers of the project and requesting them to send in appropriate clothes. The threats of the project mainly present themselves in the form of health and safety risks, however all the necessary steps, such as safety briefings, risk assessments and enough adult to child ratios, will be taken in order to reduce these risks. Another concern would be the lack of community, especially parent, involvement. It is hoped that parents and guardians will encourage and make an effort to use what their children have learnt, to help change eating and cooking habits at home. However, there is a severe lack of parent engagement within the community of School M so this could pose as an issue. Lastly, an issue that surrounds living in a deprived area is the lack of funds and money people receive, therefore buying fresh produce may seem as though it is not worthwhile. However, we aim to educate parents, carers and learners of the importance of healthy eating and how they can do small things to improve their eating habits at home.
In conclusion, there are many projects and proposals that schools can do in order to connect with their communities and benefit the community, school, and the learners. Within this assignment it discussed the project goal of improving the health and wellbeing of the staff members, learners, and the school's community of parents/guardians/carers, as well as utilising small local communities such as the gardening club, to help the project come to life, and teaching children basic cooking skills. This proposal falls in line with School M’s current policies and efforts to engage with the community, help learners to improve their wellbeing, and to use resources from outside the classroom. As well as following School M’s vision, it also demonstrates aspect of the Welsh curriculum, such as the four core purposes, and the pedagogical principles such as creating authentic contexts for learning, employing a blend of approaches, supports social development an encourages collaboration Curriculum for Wales (2020). With all the evidence to suggest the benefits of the key concepts of this proposal, in my opinion I believe the barriers and weaknesses that require overcoming are worth the educational benefits for the learners and the community.
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Appendix 

	 
	HELPFUL
	HARMFUL

	INTERNAL
(Within the school)
	Strengths
 
· Cross curricular learning- maths and numeracy/ health and wellbeing
· 3 staff members experienced in gardening and cooking
· Improved wellbeing in learners
· Improved skills and knowledge- gardening, cooking, healthy eating
· Risk assessments to take place prior to activity 
· More staff become experienced

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	Weaknesses
 
· How will impact be assessed?
· Schools budget
· Learners forgetting appropriate clothing and footwear


	EXTERNAL 
(Outside the school)
	Opportunities
 
· To build relationships with the local gardeners who are volunteering
· Creating a legacy for the project to be repeated in the future

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	Threats

· Health and safety risk
· Lack of community involvement
· Deprived area
· Existing lack of parental engagement 




