Lines of Enquiry: Reflective Journal

This essay will analyse two issues contemporary education, using placement experience at Ysgol Bro Pedr in Lampeter as a source of primary research and analysis. The issues analysed and reflected will be the curriculum and the attainment gap. The curriculum is such an important issue as it relates to the organisation of the school’s resources and the skills that are most emphasised to its students. The attainment gap is significant as it affects so many students and their progress in school, as well as families and communities in general as it leads to many students not progressing into well paid or skilled jobs.[footnoteRef:1] The advantage of looking at these two issues together is how they overlap, a strong and relevant curriculum will help in shortening any gap in attainment for students, likewise a curriculum which is not inclusive and engaging can exclude many students.  [1:  J. Goodall, Narrowing the Achievement Gap: Parental Engagement with Children’s Learning (Routledge, 2017). p. 4.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The school curriculum has undergone a thorough examination in Wales in recent years, with the changes proposed by Donaldson being implemented fully in Wales by 2022. Donaldson’s curriculum is divided into six sections; Expressive Arts, Humanities, Languages, Literacy and Communication, Mathematics and Numeracy and Science and Technology. It views competency with IT as being just as important as traditional core subjects, Numeracy and Literacy, considering the significance of IT in the modern age. The curriculum emphasises these skills as being cross-curricular that teachers are expected to implement whichever subject they teach. In analysing the issues that the new curriculum may face, Evans claims ‘teachers already spend too much time and energy fretting over a convoluted curriculum.’[footnoteRef:2] This is a valid concern given the pressures that already exist on teachers and schools,[footnoteRef:3] given they are typically judged by the results at the end of a year. On a national scale, in 2016 Wales performed poorly in its Pisa tests, forcing the First Minister to call the results ‘uncomfortable reading.’[footnoteRef:4] An important issue facing the new curriculum is whether teachers will be allowed to explore the changes in their own way or whether the existing pressures will remain, with questions being raised already in 2017 regarding the roll-out of the new curriculum.[footnoteRef:5] [2:   G. Evans, The nine big issues facing Wales' new national curriculum (5th November 2015) https://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/education/nine-big-issues-facing-wales-1039046 [Last Accessed: 4th May 2018].]  [3:  G. Evans, Pressure on Wales to narrow results gap ahead of exam season (8th August 2015) https://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/education/pressure-wales-narrow-results-gap-9813976 [Last Accessed: 5th May 2018].]  [4:  C. Hume, Pisa: Wales still worst in UK in world education tests (6th December 2016) http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-38208738 [Last Accessed: 4th May 2018].]  [5:  BBC. New Wales Donaldson curriculum facing 'challenges' (7th February 2017) http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-38855531 [Last Accessed: 2nd May 2018].] 

Robinson has long been critical of modern schooling, and particularly the curriculum. He sees the curriculum that has been in place for many years as having been borne out of the changes to the world in the middle of the nineteenth century, with this philosophy on schooling being outdated and not relevant to the present day. Robinson also speaks of the ‘hidden curriculum’, which involves ‘the silent messages about priorities and values that the curriculum conveys.’[footnoteRef:6] When analysing the changes suggested by Donaldson we can see the values that this new curriculum prioritises. IT competency is a hugely important skill which in modern workplaces may be an expected skill for a prospective employee to have, and to be able to master quickly. There is an emphasis on citizenship as a value, which Robinson champions as being important, citing Dewey as saying, ‘Democracy has to be born anew every generation, and education is its midwife.’[footnoteRef:7] Religious Education is identified as a compulsory subject, with the need to teach children to understanding and tolerance towards others a significant skill in the modern world, in a different way but no less important than the mastery of IT.  [6:  K. Robinson, Creative Schools: Revolutionizing Education from the ground up (Kindle Edition) (Penguin, 2015). p. 134. ]  [7:  Robinson, p. 140. ] 

The attainment gap is an issue that is a concern to the whole of the United Kingdom but is particularly relevant to Wales. A report in 2015 revealed the large disparity in students that gained A-C grades which included Maths and English that were entitled to free school meals, and those who were not, by 46% in Monmouthshire.[footnoteRef:8] In December 2016, the Welsh Government claimed the gap nationally had fallen in the traditional core subjects, more than halving in Science.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Wales Online, Poorest pupils in one council area have 'half the chance' of achieving good GCSE grades as their more prosperous classmates, new figures reveal (8th February 2015) https://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/local-news/attainment-gap-between-wales-richest-860246 [Last Accessed: 3rd May 2018].]  [9:  Welsh Government, Attainment gap for those on free school meals closes again (8th December 2016) https://gov.wales/newsroom/educationandskills/2016/161208att/?lang=en [Last Accessed: 3rd May 2018].] 

When analysing the attainment gap, it is important to identify why it is such a crucial issue. Sobel describes the issue as ‘one of the most insidious social injustices in the developed world’, adding that schools have a moral duty to solve this problem.[footnoteRef:10] Goodall describes the ‘cyclic nature of the process’,[footnoteRef:11] as those children who are in a poor family will remain so. She adds that these circumstances of a child’s upbringing usually provide an accurate prediction of how successful they are in school. For those children that are entitled to free school meals, evidentially they will have come from a poorer household and will be disadvantaged by this. Being from a lower income family will inevitably mean that a student will not have the access to same materials and support as a child from a more advantaged family. This is all especially relevant in Wales as a 2016 report revealed that 29% of children in the country lived in poverty.[footnoteRef:12] Sobel also clarifies that income is not the only key contributor to the attainment gap, citing other issues relating to family and a child’s background. A child that is exposed to a difficult and emotional home life will also struggle with concentration and engagement. In this case it would fall upon the school to look for any signs of this issue, as a child with this problem and not an economic one would not be listed and identified in the same way someone who is entitled to free school meals is. Whilst Sobel states the gap grows most outside school, in terms of the ability to work and learn during holiday and time away being more difficult for disadvantaged children, he also underlines the importance of those that are the surrounding influence of these students in school, both their teachers and fellow pupils.  [10:  D. Sobel, Narrowing the Attainment Gap (Kindle Edition) (London, Bloomsbury, 2018). p.1. ]  [11:   Goodall, p. 4. ]  [12:  Children in Wales, Poverty http://www.childreninwales.org.uk/our-work/poverty/ [Last Accessed: 3rd May 2018].] 

The placement at Bro Pedr involved three weeks of observation time during lessons, and discussions with various members of staff. A variety of subjects were observed, including Science, History and English. This allowed for the opportunity to compare these different subjects and how they were taught, along with the support offered to students and the common themes present throughout, such as the importance of organisation of work and the focus on Numeracy and Literacy. The advantages of this approach involve having the opportunity to see the curriculum taught in person and crucially the reaction of the students as they are taken through their work. On a few occasions the observation took place at the beginning of a new syllabus, which was useful to see how the topics were introduced and framed. It was also valuable to see the presence of support staff for certain students, as well as the general approach in a lesson involving a lower set. The observation provided a limit to the opportunity for research as despite seeing the curriculum in action, it is important to understand the decision making behind this and the schools view on their curriculum. Various members of staff were able to provide insight as the lesson was conducted but there was not an opportunity for an in-depth conversation about the key issues. The assistant deputy head was contacted as he is not only involved heavily in teaching but also the organisation of the curriculum, however due to the school’s busy schedule in an exam period this further research was not possible. The questions prepared for him are provided within the portfolio of evidence, which also contains the observation notes from the lessons attended. 
A key aspect of the curriculum in Bro Pedr is the cross-curriculum skills that are emphasised across all subjects, just as it is specified by the changes proposed by Donaldson. Across many classes Numeracy and Literacy tasks are implemented to aid student’s development along with the main subject being taught. For instance, in a Science class, the teacher began the lesson with a game of Boggle, which the class was very engaged with. Despite the nature of the lesson being concerned with the theory and ideas of plant and animal cells, this task was successful in helping the students concentrate from the beginning, whilst aiding their literacy skills. In a Religious Studies lesson, students were given a sheet with some numeracy problems to solve, concerning long division. These examples show the emphasis on the core subjects within these unrelated lessons, making them a consistent part of the school day. In a few different lessons Year 7 students used computers to complete their work, which aided their competency with IT but presented the issue of students working on with a computer potentially being distracted by looking at unrelated sites, something which work with textbooks would not allow. 
A significant issue relating to the curriculum was the Year 7 subject, ‘Theme’. This subject covers History, Geography and PSHE, explained by the subject teacher as a measure to cut costs and not have to rely on specific teachers for these subjects for Year 7 pupils. Looking through the workbooks from the subject it was clear that a few key themes stood out, mainly anti-bullying and citizenship at home and globally. There was also an emphasis on Welsh history and Lampeter history, presenting relevant subjects to the students. However, the Theme teacher explained that the subject had not worked as intended and was the type of decision schools make often to manage their resources effectively. When discussing the challenges facing the new curriculum Evans mentioned the existing difficulties schools face with budgeting and finance and wondered how this would be avoided in the future despite the changes are implemented.[footnoteRef:13] An additional conversation with an Art teacher revealed that the school was finding that when students moved into Year 8 their History and Geography knowledge was below what it would usually be at that stage due to the amalgamated subject they had taken the year prior. This issue proves however the difficult balancing act that schools have regarding the curriculum, as they attempt to manage their resources. Religious Studies is a compulsory subject by itself from the beginning so is judged to have a greater value to students and the skills and messages taught in the subject are hugely important. When analysing the work done by the students in Theme, whilst the depth they would usually be getting in Geography and History is lessened, the links between the subjects allow for ideas to be emphasised across the year that are important to the school.  [13:  G. Evans, The nine big issues facing Wales' new national curriculum (5th November 2015) https://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/education/nine-big-issues-facing-wales-1039046 [Last Accessed: 4th May 2018].] 

Citizenship was a skill emphasised in English, as Year 10 students prepared for assessments next year. They had to prepare arguments relating to whether the voting age should be lowered to 16 and were graded by the teacher not just on the information that was presented but also on how they argued their position. This was judged by how they interacted with each other and how the language they chose to use, using more formal language to present their arguments rather than colloquial terms. The teacher made sure to emphasis the importance of preparing for their main assessments on this next year, with citizenship and the students taking an interest in their place in the world a key aspect of this subject. The new curriculum outlines the importance in attempting to teach ‘ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world’,[footnoteRef:14] this assignment gave the students the responsibility to research and come to their own conclusions. [14:  Ysgol Bro Pedr, A new curriculum for Wales http://bropedr.ceredigion.sch.uk/a-new-curriculum-for-wales/ [Last Accessed: 2nd May 2018].] 

When judging Bro Pedr’s success in dealing with the issue of the attainment gap, it is essential to consult the Estyn inspection of the school, which took place in October 2016.  Whilst the report details that the number of pupils eligible for free school meals is down from the national average, the students themselves have made ‘consistent progress.’[footnoteRef:15] This is evident in the statistics offered in the report detailing the amount of these children who were 15 years old who were able to achieve the ‘level 2 threshold’, meaning five GCSE’s at grade A*-C, including one of these in English or Welsh first language and Mathematics.[footnoteRef:16] The national average is placed at 31.6% in 2015, with Bro Pedr’s average at 56.3%, a clear and decisive difference and a testament to the help given to these children and the progress they made. This also shows that despite the debates and challenges to the curriculum the students in this position in Bro Pedr are succeeding in their core subjects.  [15:  Estyn, Ysgol Bro Pedr https://www.estyn.gov.wales/sites/default/files/documents/Ysgol%20Bro%20Pedr%20en.pdf [Last Accessed: 3rd May 2018]. p. 2. ]  [16:  Estyn, p. 19. ] 

The teaching in Bro Pedr is geared towards helping those children who may potentially fall into the attainment gap. Sobel talks of the difficulty of students being placed into ‘sink sets’, with low motivation and success. Observing lower set English classes, students were given the opportunity to study subjects such as Shakespeare the same as their fellow students would be, just in a more practical and immersive way, with more time devoted to each student individually to encourage them to express themselves creatively. In one class the students were asked to pair up and act out a scene from Macbeth, which resulted in a high engagement and enjoyment of the class, despite the subject matter not being easy given the language used. There were plenty of support staff present, something which was clear throughout many lessons. The lessons engaged the students and at no point did it appear that these were sets that were suffering from low morale. The teacher on one occasion showed the thought that had been put into the lesson as she discussed the handouts used, saying that the typeface, colour and pictures had all been designed to maximise engagement and were based on research which suggested this would be beneficial. For instance, key text was written in black on a yellow background for the children who struggled with reading to access the material. She also explained how in the case of this class the issues they faced were down to their ability rather than any behavioural difficulties, proven by the effort they put into their task. A hugely valuable insight was when the assistant deputy head provided a tour of the haven room, somewhere where students who have difficulties or that have fallen behind can go to with numerous support staff on hand. He suggested that without that room and support the school would have much greater difficulties when trying to assist all their students. When analysing the issue of the attainment gap it would have been beneficial to have more information first hand from staff, but the Estyn report coupled with the observation of the help given to students provides a clear picture of the success Bro Pedr have with this issue. 
The two issues reflected on in this essay are hugely important when looking at Welsh education today and are crucially linked together. To have a report released at the same time as the new curriculum is announced that suggests that the attainment gap somewhere in Wales is growing and is a deep concern. When analysing the attainment gap, the curriculum is a huge part of engaging and motivating students and allowing them to reach their potential. The curriculum itself has this value to all students, reflecting the most significant values the school is trying to convey. In Bro Pedr the themes such as citizenship, Religious Education and digital competency are implemented successfully, allied with strong performances by students of all ability in their core subjects. This is especially important given that nationally the gap is reported as growing.[footnoteRef:17] The school faces its own challenges when looking at the problems with Year 7 and their subjects, but the skills taught in Theme were both engaging and relevant, even if the students found it difficult when stepping into Year 8. The lower set classes were given enough attention and consideration allied with practical and engaging tasks that prevented them from finding their situation difficult and unappealing. The success of the placement was the ability to see these approaches put into action and how the students responded to them, which was almost unanimously positive. Many staff members were open about their approaches to their lessons and the reasons for them. In the future it would be interesting to gain an insight into the school’s views on the curriculum as well as those who are in danger of falling into the attainment gap. In this instance it was not possible to speak to the assistant deputy head regarding this issue due to time constraints. In amongst busy classes it was difficult to receive an in-depth reasoning of their thoughts on these key issues but seeing the lessons first hand was an invaluable insight into how schools are dealing with these contemporary issues.  [17:  B. Lewis, GCSE results gap grows between poorer pupils and classmates (5th October 2017) http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-41513404 [Last Accessed: 5th May 2018].] 
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