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A reflective account: How has literature and professional experience challenged your beliefs and assumptions about how schools respond to opportunities and challenges in their community.






















In this essay I aim to provide a reflective account on how literature and professional experience challenged my beliefs and assumptions on how schools respond to opportunities and challenges within their communities. I will reflect on my understanding of the school’s community and furthermore consider my professional development within the Foundation Phase. 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]‘Pehkonen and Pietilä (2003) defined a belief as a knowledge that is subjective and experience-based (Gilakjan and Sabouri, 2017).  According to Kagen (1992), teachers’ beliefs are “Tacit, often unconsciously held assumptions about students, classrooms and the academic material to be taught.” (p.65). I have established that teachers’ beliefs can develop in numerous ways. According to Kindsvatter et al. (1988), teachers’ beliefs are developed through previous learning and experience as well as experience in education and research-based principles. According to Borg (2001), teachers beliefs have a significant impact on the learning process and can influence the way knowledge is acquired within the classroom, on the children’s actions and ways of thinking and behaviour. 

I believe children should learn in a safe, stimulating and enabling environment based around the needs of each individual child. I developed this belief through experience within school, observation within the classroom and research of theories. This belief has been strengthened and reinforced throughout my experience within my placement school and research. 

I believe the classroom and the community environment are two of the most important factors affecting children’s learning. Bucholz and Sheffler (2009) believe that the environment children learn in should do as much to foster cooperation and acceptance as the teaching methods used. According to The National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, the multiple environments in which children learn in are crucial to the way a child’s brain develops. 

Graham Donaldson stated within his Successful Futures review ‘In order to fully engage with learning, children and young people require rich, stimulating environments where they can explore and experiment with ideas and resources…’ (p.66). 
During placement observations, the class I engaged with was an example of a stimulating and enabling environment with areas to explore independently and with support. The classroom was open plan stimulating areas of learning. The classroom had an outdoor play area along with role play and reading corners. I gathered that this learning environment is effective for learning in the Foundation Phase and beyond as it provides children with opportunities to develop their skills independently, to explore new concepts, to play in collaboration with others and to learn with support. The classroom environment contrasts with my own experience within school as from my experience, the classroom was structured with tables and chairs. According to Shield et al, open plan learning spaces are better suited for a range of activities and group work focus for a more child centred classroom. An open plan classroom is thought to aid children’s social development (Brogden, 1983). Both my personal experience within the classroom and experience within my placement school reinforced my belief on learning environments. 
 
Lev Vygotsky (1962) examined how social environments influence the learning process. Vygotsky suggested learning takes place through interaction with others, therefore learning environments that maximise a learner’s ability to interact with multiple environments and people are necessary for learning to occur (Neff, 2016). As learning and development can take place in a social context, children do not only develop within the school but also within the community and society. 

Theorist Bronfenbrenner developed the Ecological Systems Theory. He believed that a person’s development was affected by everything within their surrounding environments and his theory emphasizes the importance of learning in multiple environments. Bronfenbrenner’s theory strengthened my belief as the theory explains how characteristics of children and their environments interact to influence development. According to Bronfenbrenner (1979), children develop in various ecosystems starting from the home ecosystem, the school ecosystem and larger systems of society, each system interacting with each other in different aspects of children’s lives. The theory highlights that there are numerous interdependent connections and networks supporting development and each contact a child has impacts how they see the world. Community links enables children’s development of belonging, allowing them to feel a part of society and ultimately become active citizens of their community. 

My placement school values the importance of developing strong links with the community. One of their key aims is to ensure that pupils, staff and governors are recognised as part of the local and wider community. The school utilises the community as a teaching and learning resources along with inviting the community into the school. This value is supported by the Welsh Government. The Government states that community partners play an important role in school’s activities and in children’s education, and through these link’s schools can tap into great sources of support (Welsh Government, 2016.) 

An example of a community link the placement school has is their link to the local church and reverend. The school participates in visits supporting Religious Education and local history learning, in addition to visiting at significant times of year to join for services. The reverend visits the school to take assemblies and inform children in Christian values. The school’s link with the church enables children to gain first hand experiences in order to develop their understanding of the role of the church in the community. 

After analysing and evaluating my belief about the learning environments, my belief has been strengthened and reinforced throughout observations, through experience and research. 

Prior to starting this course, I believed children should have the opportunity to reach their full potential within education. This belief has been strengthened during my studies and observations. And consequently, my belief is that in order to have a significant impact on children’s outcomes, it is beneficial for parents or carers to be involved and support children’s learning. According to findings by the Teaching and Learning Research Programme in Wales, ‘children who have a poor home learning environment are already disadvantaged at age three. It is well established that what parents do is vitally important’ (TLRP, 2010). This suggests the need for practitioners within the Foundation Phase to support parents as carers but also as the first and continuing educators of their children.  

The TLRP emphasises the importance of the need for Foundation Phase settings to encourage involvement of the family in education. ‘Families and the local community should be involved in the construction and implementation of the curriculum, bringing to the setting a wealth of culture, linguistic and economic experience.’ School environments that don’t promote family support and learning at home are missing an important opportunity to raise achievement and enhance social and behavioural development (TLRP, 2010). 

An example of a link between school and parents I observed during placement which strengthened my belief is EPIC planning. Everyone Plans in Class (EPIC planning) is a concept used throughout my placement school. EPIC planning is where parents are invited into school to help teacher’s and children plan for the term. The idea involves brain storming ideas for lessons and putting them into practice. This concept supports Donaldson’s Successful Futures report as children are taking an active part in what they are learning. Involving parents in lesson ideas allows for them to be informed on what their children are learning, this links to parents helping children learn and develop skills at home. 

Another example of an important link is the schools link to parents with EAL children. Stated within an Estyn report, my placement school has 14% ethnic minority pupils, 11% of children speaking English as a second language (Estyn, 2014). The school provides support to those children, offering additional help with a specialist teacher visiting the school and provides after school classes for parents in teaching methods and offering resources on teaching children English. This link challenged my belief positively, as before observing within my placement school, I was unsure of the extent to which schools go to, to support families and children.

In a case study by Estyn, a primary school appointed a Family Engagement Officer to their school who put in place a number of strategies promoting family engagement. Some strategies included; home visits to families of nursey children before starting school, working with external agencies to support parents, monitoring attendance with the Education Welfare Service and being trained in emotional literacy support. This effective practice has allowed for parents to be 100% satisfied with the school and has also greatly improved parents confidence in supporting their children at home, along with many other positive impacts. This practice has contributed to strengthening my belief further. 

In order to develop as a professional teacher within the Foundation Phase, I have a number of targets linked to the Professional Standards of Teaching and Leadership. I will consider the QTS standards and the Code of Professional Conduct and Practice for my development. As the QTS standards highlight the standard for effective pedagogy, my target is to meet the professional standard for effective pedagogy. I will ensure to take every opportunity to ‘secure the best outcomes for learners’ and ‘achieve the best for learners in terms of standards, well-being and progress’ (Welsh Government ,2018). I will achieve this by contributing to the creation of a fair and inclusive learning environment and engaging with learners encouraging confidence and personal development (EWC,2019). As I have mentioned above the importance of parent involvement, I will build positive relationships with parents and families. 
Taking into consideration the QTS standards, my second target is to take opportunities to use collaboration within my practice. I chose this target as it allows for me and for others to ‘extend professional effectiveness’ and to ‘spread effective pedagogy’ (Welsh Government, 2018). I will use collaboration not only with professionals but also to develop and maintain relationships with parents and other stakeholders. This target is important for my development because as I have emphasised, throughout observations and research I have developed an understanding of the importance of links between stakeholders and the community. 
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