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	Targed/target
	Yr hyn yr wyf wedi'i wneud yn yr aseiniad hwn
What I have done in this assignment...


	[bookmark: cysill]Targed/Target 1
	Ensure a critical approach when discussing literature and findings
	[bookmark: _GoBack]I have looked at key models which have influenced Welsh Government guidance on school development plans (SDP) and found evidence to critique them on several levels using a systems approach. I have critiqued my placement school’s SDP using this evidence. I was trained in ethnography and discourse analysis for my Masters degree in Social Anthropology whereby the narratives of key players are deconstructed with reference to the social, economic, political and cultural background within which they are heard. These factors influence which voices may be heard more than others (i.e. whose work is ‘on trend’, regularly cited and peer reviewed; what are the ‘buzz words’; what evidence is used and for what purpose etc.) An ethnographic study of cultural systems is particularly interested in the political factors underpinning scientific research, given its long and chequered history.

	Targed/Target 2
	Ensure consistent and correct use of Harvard Referencing Method
	I have used the UWTSD handbook on Harvard referencing to ensure that all aspects have been followed, for example when sources have multiple authors (Smith et al. 2014) or where an author has more than one reference within the same year (Welsh Government, 2016a).




Prepare a written report based on one action point taken from the school’s strategic targets. The report should demonstrate how this target might be addressed and impact measured within an evidence-based framework.

Word count 2591

Introduction 

The overall focus of this assignment is how Valley Comprehensive School[footnoteRef:1] promotes family and community engagement (FaCE). Valley Comprehensive is in a deprived urban area with levels of free school meals (FSM) and pupils with additional learning needs (ALN) significantly above the national average (Estyn, 2015; Welsh Government, 2019). The school is culturally diverse and around 10% of pupils have English as an additional language.  [1:  All references to the school and staff have been anonymised] 

 
This first written section will mainly focus on family, while the PowerPoint will focus on the wider community. With Leonard (2011) this assignment argues that FaCE can best be analysed using a systems approach, influenced by the ecological model proposed by child psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979) whereby the learner, school, family and community are viewed holistically in terms of the interactions of relationships within these systems. Welsh Government (WG) has recognised the need for a systems model: “Schools do not exist in isolation. They operate within a local context (with its own history and complexities) that is constantly changing. Successful reform requires systems thinking” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). 

All Welsh schools are required to have a school development plan (SDP) and FaCE must be addressed and embedded in the school’s ethos (Welsh Government, 2016b). Leonard argues that the use of Bronfenbrenner’s model firmly locates the student at the centre of the system, and that previous models of FaCE fail to do this so that while the impact of FaCE may be measured positively in terms of school improvement in general, they do not show how individual vulnerable pupils and their families are supported. An ecological model also allows for a consideration of power differentials within these relationships. Perkins (2015) argues that ‘partnerships’ within SDPs may not be equal, and that some voices may be heard more strongly than others. These inequalities will undermine the effectiveness of the [image: ]SDP.


Figure 1. A student-centred version of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems model (Gran, 2011)[footnoteRef:2] [2:  This example focuses on the impact of alcohol, tobacco and other drugs (ATOD) although the model can be adapted to focus on how any issue might affects the learner.] 


Literature review 

Brighouse & Woods (2013) describes the typical SDP of the past (if such a document existed) as a singular solution decided on by school management, assessed externally by school inspectors, rarely informed by academic theory and research or make reference to national guidelines. A holistic, systems approach can be used to critique this ‘traditional’ model on several levels. Firstly, a systems viewpoint does not limit the solution to the school’s pedagogical practices but allows a consideration of an interplay of various external factors and how the school manages its FaCE. Secondly, it assesses power differentials within the relationships and voices that exist within the learner-school-community system (see Figure 1). The traditional model precludes the voices of the pupil, the family and the wider community, including wider national policy. Thirdly, a systems approach considers evidence and data from multiple sources and modes of enquiry, rather than linear assumptions of causation measured using quantitative measures. 

There are several examples here of the damage of linear thinking and how this might influence a school development plan. Firstly, assuming that poor performance in PISA test results is caused by poor quality teaching. “It is widely recognised that the quality of teaching is the single most important factor in helping learners achieve” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008, p. 12)  Smith’s (2018) review of evidence suggests that where policy alters pedagogy, the impact on student outcome is ambivalent at best. Children spend just 12% of their waking time in school and it is the outstanding 88% that is hardest to refine (Evans, 2015, p. 28) Education is not an island removed from society, teachers cannot work in isolation and teachers can only do so much” (ibid.). 

The impact of poverty has also been linked to student outcomes (for example by Jones, 2017) and reducing the attainment gap is a national priority (Welsh Government, 2017). Evidence from comprehensive reviews of the literature, and from a systems viewpoint, indicates that linking student outcomes with deprivation is too simplistic. Evidence shows that family involvement in their child’s learning had most impact on student outcomes (e.g. Stefanski et al. 2016; Siraj Blatchford et al. 2011) A local case study supporting this literature is Herbert Thompson primary school located in a deprived area of Cardiff. The school’s excellent progress has been attributed to school-parent partnerships (Welsh Government, 2016b). It makes sense that WG obliges schools to have a FaCE focus within its SDP.

However, Perkins (2015) warns that a linear correlation between parental involvement and the attainment gap puts a burden on parents and runs the risk of alienating them, especially given evidence that working class parents may lack the time or resources to be as heavily involved in their child’s education as middle class parents. Hayes & Chodkiewicz (2006) present evidence showing that low income families feel judged by teachers, causing them to disengage. Benjamin & Emejulu (2012) present empirical data showing that stereotypes about low income families as ‘benefit scroungers’ are myths which are damaging and destroy relationships with parents and the wider community[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  Hayes and Chodkiewicz’s (2006) research showed that the vast majority of working-class parents were strongly committed to their children’s education but felt that they and their children were being judged by teachers and not listened to. In their discussion of social justice, Arshad et al. (2012) emphasise the development of trusting relationships with parents and McDonald & Marsh ‘s (2005) research showed that even in areas of high unemployment, people still hold on to the belief in the importance of work and the desire to look after the family well.
] 


This means that Valley Comprehensive’s SDP should be critically analysed to see which voices are heard within the SDP and in what way they were consulted and at what level. Stefanski et al. (2016) distinguish between parental ‘involvement’, engagement’ and ‘partnership’. Are parents perceived as ‘requiring education’ in parenting skills, literacy and numeracy? Are parents truly considered as equal partners in their child’s learning? Are they given a voice within school improvement or merely consulted tokenistically? Perkins (2015) argues that the term ‘partnership’ is used naively (for example within models such as that of Epstein, 1995). Partnerships are rarely truly equal.

In terms of designing a SDP, the model recommended by WG (see Figure 2) is evidence-based. There is much written on how the model should be cyclical, self-critical and embedded within the school ethos (Hanover Research, 2014; Epstein, 1995; Dryfoos, 2002; Schildkamp, 2019). Epsteins’s model of ‘overlapping spheres’ (Epstein, 1995; Epstein et al., 2018) has much in common with WG’s FaCE toolkit: supporting parents to develop learning environments at home is one sphere, other spheres give parents and carers decision-making roles on school committees. However, Leonard (2011) criticises Epstein’s model because it is not student-centred:

The qualities that make successful school partnerships, such as communication, power-sharing and transparency are well known…most ecological models focus on school improvement, so they run the risk of reporting overall positive gains while overlooking the needs of vulnerable students. For that reason, I have adhered to Bronfenbrenner’s theory (1979) …which focuses squarely on the individual child.
								(Leonard, 2011, p. 990)
[image: ]

Figure 2: School development planning cycle (Welsh Government, 2014)

In summary, given the complex nature of the relationships between the learner, the school, the family and other stakeholders, taking a systems approach avoids linear assumptions of causation.  It should consider the impact of the SDP from a student-centred perspective, incorporating pupil voice. WG guidelines recognise the need to promote cultural cohesion and ‘co-production’ whereby external stakeholders, including pupils and parents, are involved in each stage of school development planning and evaluating. The systems model also allows for evaluation of impact to be measured using multiple sources of data, both qualitative and quantitative, that make reference to the wider purposes of the curriculum and pupil well-being.





Developing an action point 

The above review of the literature and the key documents from WG on FaCE and the SDP (Welsh Government, 2014; 2016a) suggest that Valley Comprehensive’s SDP should be analysed along the following points.

· Whose voices are heard within the document, which carry most weight, who has been consulted in the planning, implementation, review and evaluation stages of the SDP and how these are catered for in the vision and ethos of the school.
· How the SDP is shared within the school, whether it is student-centred, and whether staff have been identified and trained to work with the families of vulnerable pupils.
· The extent to which, and on what level, parents are involved. How are families helped to support their child’s learning? Are parents truly seen as individuals whom the school can learn with and from - or merely as ‘requiring educating’?

Firstly, it seems that efforts have been made to ensure that the ethos and vision of the school reflect the importance of the role of parents and external stakeholders. The school’s mission statement is “achievement through opportunity and partnership” and the school’s prospectus states “it goes without saying that this means achievement and opportunity for all, with all barriers to success removed” (Simpkins, 2020). Important messages are implicit in this, for example providing opportunities for the disadvantaged, and the development of collaborative relationships rather than those based on distrust.

Multiple partnerships are referred to within the document and there is evidence that these partners are not merely included tokenistically. There are plans to develop further partnerships with family and community groups and that this will be systematically reviewed. However, there is no evidence that any of these parties were involved in the drawing up of the SDP itself, nor whether these ideas have come from the top or whether external partners had an input. 

There is little evidence of how the SDP is shared within the school itself. School staff aren’t mentioned in Dimension 6 of the SDP (see appendix), and, from working in the school, I know that teachers are not allowed to contact parents themselves - everything must be passed to the Head of Year. There is no mention of staff training about issues around parent/carer partnerships, and, when speaking with school staff, they were vague as to how the impact of the SDP was to be measured, even when directly involved in AoLE (area of learning and experience) project work involving external providers.

There is solid evidence that the school is committed to learning with and from parents. There is a parent forum which meets termly with senior school staff and has a key role in improving pupil well-being. There is evidence that the school is attempting to help parents support their children’s learning, for example by providing numeracy support. The forum has been involved in developing the school’s website, safeguarding policy, online safety and transition activities for pupils. They have contributed to discussions regarding attendance, how parents’ evenings should be conducted and how revision materials should be made available to pupils. Having attended parents’ evening myself, however, discussions were mainly limited to progress grades rather than the wider purposes of the curriculum. 

However, the SDP plans regular updates to parents/carers so that “parents/carers gain a good understanding of the new curriculum in order to effectively support and challenge [italics added] our curriculum development” (appendix p. 3) This clearly indicates that parents are given a powerful voice regarding the school’s practices. It is yet to be seen, however, whether this will be merely paid lip-service to. Robust evidence of examples of where parent/carer voice was transferred into practice is needed. Likewise, for the planned parent steering group and curriculum committee. These sound like ideal platforms for parents and carers to further pupil progress and well-being, although it is not evident who came up with these ideas and how practical they will be to implement. How will they work with the parent forum that exists already? When will they meet and how will they encourage a wide range of parents to participate? Although there is the Inschoolzone app aimed at communication with parents, there is no evidence within the SDP regarding how parents/carers of vulnerable pupils will be encouraged to participate. Therefore perhaps, while overall positive gains may be reported, the needs of individual vulnerable students may be overlooked. 

While pupil well-being is clearly mentioned as a driving force behind the SDP (rather than a narrow focus on grades), it is not clear how the impact of this is evaluated. There is evidence within the SDP (as a whole) of qualitative data collections (for example minutes of meetings with external partners such as university colleagues), but a dearth of systematic evidence to assess impact from parents/carers and pupils’ points of view. This report is limited here because, despite requesting more information about methods of evaluation, this was not forthcoming. A more rigorous data analysis of a wide range of school documents is needed.

Reflection and evaluation

Strengths
The SDP, in general, has been developed according to WG guidance. A senior member of staff has been identified to have ownership of the document. This staff member has applied the four-stage cyclical model whereby the school has a responsibility for self-evaluation and several methods of data collection (quantitative and qualitative) are referred to. 

Regarding FaCE, the school has made significant attempts to follow WG guidance which is also evidence based: the theme that parents should be equal partners is emphasised – as well as involving parents and carers in their children’s learning, steering groups and forums have been created giving parents and carers a voice and the opportunity to critically evaluate the implementation of the new curriculum. 

The school’s ethos and plans for improvement generally follow a systems approach in that there is documented appreciation of the involvement of multiple layers within the learner-school-community system.

Recommendations
While the ethos and vision of the school incorporates the key principles of partnerships and breaking down barriers, it is not obvious how teaching staff have been included. A recommendation would be to provide staff training on the issues of parental involvement, engagement and partnerships including an awareness of the potentially damaging effects of power imbalances and stereotypical views. Opportunities for individual staff to build relationships with parents could also be built in.

The SDP could clarify how it proposes to measure the impact of plans to develop partnerships with parents and carers which should include both quantitative and qualitative data from various sources, particularly parents, carers and students themselves. A culture of self-evaluation needs to become embedded within the school.

Building on the literature and recommendations of WG, I would also advocate Leonard’s (2011) use of a student-centred, holistic, ecological systems model that, crucially, puts the student in the centre, rather than focusing on schemes that may not be catering to the needs of individual students.


Conclusion

I have learned not to base my thinking on linear assumptions about what factor might be causing a problem. Instead, I have learned to use a systems model when considering the learner-school-community relationships. As a teacher, taking a student-centred approach, this means placing the student in the centre of the system and considering what factors might be affecting his or her development, not just academically but with reference to the wider purposes of the curriculum, and how these are linked within this model. It has also shown me the need to be self-reflexive and consider whether I hold any stereotypical views regarding the pupils, families and communities I am working within. For example, if a child is not engaging with work, I should not assume he or she is lazy, or unintelligent, or have unsupportive parents, or anything like that. Instead, I should develop trusting relationships with the pupils, family and others involved so that I can gain a more holistic picture of what might be going on for that pupil, and how best to support them.
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Appendix p. 3
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Figure 1: School development planning cycle
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