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A proposal for a school community project – Outlining plans to create additional outdoor learning spaces.
School X is a small school based in rural Swansea. It is based in an affluent area and has a very low number of students on free school meals. It is an old school and has been part of the community for many years. Many of the current students have parents and even grandparents who attended the school. Because of this, it has become a vital part of the community. The school has just over one hundred students. Due to its size, it has very small grounds and has difficulties with space, not only inside the school, but also its outside areas. 	
Over many years, the school has built excellent links with the community. At times, such as Christmas, the school uses the local rugby club to host their concerts. The school has a key to access the building and is trusted to use all spaces without supervision. The club also asks for no payment. The school also has excellent links with the local nursing home. The school regularly completes activities with the home, ensuring that students sing for the residents, create cards and visit the home on a regular basis. The school has made these long-lasting links that have been there for many years. They are there supporting both the local community and the school. 
	Although the school has excellent links with the community, as mentioned, it does not have large amounts of space. One way in which the school gets around this issue with space, is that it uses the off grounds sporting area, for key stage two, to use at playtime. Therefore, all areas the school has on site are used for the Foundation phase. The spaces are not large spaces and are currently not used to their full potential. School X has plans to change this and has planned to create an outside classroom for Foundation phase to use. The school currently has a mud kitchen and has recently finished developing an outdoor music space and construction zone. Although these spaces currently exist, the school plans on developing other areas even further, by adding in a water, sand and paint space. 
	In the past, many small schools like School X, have been closed permanently across Wales. This changed in 2016, when Kirsty Williams, the Education secretary for Wales, announced how she planned on saving these schools. Williams planned on ensuring that small schools were protected from closure. One way in which she planned on doing this was to create a “£2.5m per year rural and small schools grant to support schools working together” (New rules to support rural schools in Wales unveiled – Kirsty Williams, 2016). She spoke about the importance of the small schools saying that “rural schools were at the heart of community life and should get a fair hearing.” (Rural schools offered extra protection against closure, 2017). 
As mentioned, school X has a long lasting and strong relationship with the local community. Another thing that cements their standing in the community is the school logo and slogan. The local community has an extremely old bridge that is one of the main ways into the village. The school has adopted that bridge as its logo. This logo helps to ground the school into the heart of the community. The school also uses the slogan “A Bridge to Our Success” (SchoolX, 2019, p. 1). Both the slogan and logo help the school to remain an important part of the local community. The school also refers to each student as a brick, saying that “Our ethos is built on ‘A bridge to our success’ which sees all elements as building blocks, supporting each other to achieve success in all we do” (SchoolX, Prospectus 2019-2020, 2019). Around the school, they have used images of the students to represent a brick and re-take these photos each year and update them. They use the photos to design a bridge on the entrance to the school, therefore, any visitor to the school instantly sees these images and it can clearly be identified as a bridge. With small schools in Wales like school X, under threat of closure, the grant from Williams is important, but it is even more important to create a network of schools that will help schools to stay part of a wider community. Williams says that “I want to see rural schools working more formally together and across the country, forming federations and looking into the possibility of sharing buildings with other services to ensure school buildings remain viable.” (New rules to support rural schools in Wales unveiled – Kirsty Williams, 2016). Visual items and an ethos of togetherness helps the school to achieve a whole school philosophy along with supporting and broadening of students' horizons, and a fostering of their ability to deal with difference and celebrating diversity. 
School X already has a vison for the school. This vision of philosophy is mainly a child centred approach.  John Goddard an American educational thinker, campaigned for a “humanistic approach to education” (Aubrey & Riley, 2017, p. 46). His aim was to create students that would “become free and full contributors by encouraging them to embrace learning and their civic responsibilities” (Aubrey & Riley, 2017, p. 46). Similar to Goddard’s humanistic approach, within the school’s prospectus, they mention “our philosophy is to provide rich, challenging and varied opportunities for all children” (SchoolX, Prospectus 2019-2020, 2019, p. 21). The current Welsh curriculum uses a similar child-centred philosophy as does the rest of the United Kingdom. This was based on the 1967 report chaired by Bridget Plowden. This report helped to develop the 1988 Education Act. Within the Plowden report it mentions that “A school is not merely a teaching shop; it must transmit values and attitudes. It is a community in which children learn to live first and foremost as children and not as future adults.” (Children and their Primary Schools, 1967, p. 188). Although education has changed since 1988, the value and philosophy that the Plowden report mentions has not.  Schools in Wales now more than ever aim to provide students with the support to  “understand how decisions and actions impact on themselves, on others and on wider society, both now and in the future” (Curriculum for Wales guidance, 2020, p. 74). These philosophy’s and approaches would prepare students for life after education and allow them to be children today.
This essay will look at how the community surrounding school X can help and support the school in developing their outside areas, specifically the outside classrooms. According to the school development plan for school X, it states that “Monitoring has shown that the outside area does not adequately support effective learning opportunities, specifically for foundation phase pupils” (SchoolX, 2019, p. 10). School X has identified that it needs to concentrate on upgrading their outside learning facilities and has set itself two main milestones to achieve this. The first is to “Develop range of effective ‘continues outdoor provision areas’ in front yard” (SchoolX, 2019, p. 11), but to also “Develop effectiveness of planters in rear yard to support pupil understanding of food technology” (SchoolX, 2019, p. 11). The school has set itself targets that aim to support the student’s education and development. 
	The outdoor areas planned will not only be used for playing, they will also support learning and to development the social skills of the students. Within a 2009 report from the Welsh Government, it mentions how important the outside is to children, saying, “The outdoors is full of special stimuli such as weather, sounds, smells and textures which can enrich and enhance a child’s learning environment.” (Outdoor learning handbook, 2009, p. 2). The report was written as an instruction manual to help support teachers and teaching assistants to use the outside areas safely for the foundation phase. The report mentions how to plan activities, prepare risk assessments and how to avoid and deal with accidents that may occur. On page ten of the report it goes on to state the importance of getting parents/ guardians and the community involved in outdoor activities. It mentions that “the wider community can be a valued asset when it comes to developing and maintaining” (Outdoor learning handbook, 2009, p. 10). Getting the local community involved in the development of the outside areas will be important to continue to strengthen the links between the school and the community. It will also be important to lower the cost of the planned areas. 
In the past, the school has held fates to raise funds, but it has also asked for donations. These donations were not simply financial. Where the school has developed an outside music space, they asked for donations of old kitchen supplies. These supplies can be seen in appendix 2. The community was asked to donate saucepans. The saucepans were donated to create a space where students could use their curiosity and imagination to create music and develop their social skills. 
The school now plans to develop these areas even more with a new water, paint and sand space. These spaces will be available for all foundation phase students during lesson times. Having these spaces available would allow students to feel encouraged to spend time outside. According to the school development plan, there is one thousand pound put aside to complete this. As this money will not go far, extra money or support will need to be found to complete the areas. This is where community support is needed. 
These planned updates to the outside areas of the school will help students in many ways. The Welsh Government created the four purposes in their new 2022 curriculum. One of the purposes is to create “healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society” (Curriculum for Wales guidance, 2020, p. 23). This statement can be broken down and linked with many of school X’s plans. For students to become part of the community, it can also be worded as ‘Valued members of society’. Students will have the opportunity to learn about how to integrate into the community. Students will also learn to become ‘healthy’, with school X planning to “Develop effectiveness of planters in rear yard to support pupil understanding of food technology” (SchoolX, 2019, p. 11). This will create a culture of healthy eaters. Students will be able to learn where food has come from. Being a rural school, this will be a great advantage to students, as understanding where food comes from is important. 
The sustainable food trust watched children learning about food on a visit to a farm. On returning to school, they grew food and allowed the children to “following crops such as broad beans and potatoes from seed to plate, they gain skills and confidence as they learn to partner with the rhythms of the seasons” (Powell, 2017). Allowing students to learn about food helps students to understand the food, and benefits the food has. It could also be cross curricular as students could also learn about seasons and the effects seasons have on different plants. It could also be linked to mathematics as they learn about the cost of raw material for food. Sue Palmer echoes these ideas as she mentions in her book some ways of detoxing children’s bad habits. One such idea is “initiatives to promote healthy eating, such as the edible schoolyard project where children grow and prepare foods for school meals. (Palmer, 2006, p. 312). 
Similar to the space at the back of the school for growing vegetables, the planned space for the foundation phase at the front of the school will be used to teach students at lesson time and break times. This area will be slightly different, ass instead of students learning from instructions and directions, children in the foundation phase learn by doing. Friedrich Frobel said that “in play children construct their understanding of the world through direct experience with it” (About Frobel, n.d.). Frobel also believed that a child’s surroundings supported their development, he stated that “offering children freedom with guidance and considering the children's environments including people and materials as a key element of how they behave” (About Frobel, n.d.). How children behave can affect their education and the community. If the child is supported within the school and home environment, they are likely to become “active and successful citizens of Wales and the world” (Curriculum for Wales guidance, 2020, p. 161). 
 Frobel’s statement around a child’s development is also echoed through the work of Alexander Sutherland Neill. Although Neill’s work was widely criticised for his theory of a “Free child” (Aubrey & Riley, 2017, p. 32). Neil also believed that children learned outdoors, but saw children as needing the outdoors as space to be free. Neill believed that “children should be encouraged to pursue their own particular interests and make their own discoveries” (Aubrey & Riley, 2017, p. 38). He went on to “emphasis the role nature played in these discoveries” (Aubrey & Riley, 2017, p. 38). Neill’s philosophy, although wildly criticised, has been revitalized and imbedded in the new 2022 Curriculum for Wales. Part of Neill’s philosophy was that “education is both intellectual and emotional development” (Aubrey & Riley, 2017, p. 34). This can be seen within the pedagogy principles. One principle that underpins the new curriculum is that teachers should be “employing a blend of approaches including direct teaching” (Curriculum for Wales guidance, 2020, p. 50), and that it will “support social and emotional development and positive relationships” (Curriculum for Wales guidance, 2020, p. 50). 
As the Welsh education system is due to have one of its largest ever changes in 2022, with the introduction of Wales’ new curriculum nationwide, it will encourage teachers to be more creative with their students, finding new ways to teach children. The Government has changed almost all parts of the curriculum and it is designed to work for each individual school. Although schools will have the freedom to design their own curriculum, they will have to meet specific requirements. These requirements include,  “enables learners to develop in the way described in the four purposes” (Curriculum for Wales guidance, 2020, p. 13), “is suitable for learners of differing ages, abilities and aptitudes” (Curriculum for Wales guidance, 2020, p. 13), and it “provides for appropriate progression for learners and includes a range of provision to ensure this” (Curriculum for Wales guidance, 2020, p. 13). Therefore, although children were previously assessed according to age, this change will now see students assessed according to their progression. By allowing students to progress at different times, it encourages space for individuality and creativity. 
Outside areas such as a music space, construction zone and the planned areas will help students to find their own individuality and creativity. The Welsh Government has also set out guidance for how outside areas should be used. The guidance explains about a child’s progression and how children should be progressing in the early progression steps. It mentions that “learning through extended periods of play or recreation and open-ended exploration both indoors and outdoors” (Curriculum for Wales guidance, 2020, p. 51). The experiences that children experience indoors should not only happen inside but also outdoors. The new curriculum also emphasises that each lesson should be cross curricular. There will be six areas of learning experiences that would need to be met across each lesson. For example, if children were to be using the sand station, it could meet with mathematics and numeracy. The teacher could be using the area to teach about weight and using the sand as an example of weight. While the students are learning about mathematics, it could be crossed with humanities and local beaches. This would then tie the lesson to the local area. By doing this, it would help the students to learn about the local community and to help them to become “ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world” (Curriculum for Wales guidance, 2020, p. 23).
School X has outlined that it has one thousand pounds to update their outside space. In appendix 1, there is an image of the current space. The space already includes a canopy to cover the area, but the plans include updating the area underneath. The first space will become the paint area, the second the sand and the third the water station. As can be seen, this space will need a large amount of work to get it ready to work for the staff and students. This includes partition walls and equipment for each of the stations. These items will not come cheap and will need the community to support the costs. The community has already supported with past projects. Appendix 2 shows the previously mentioned outdoor music space. The music space had items such as kitchen ware and pallets donated to create this space. Appendix 3 shows the outdoor construction zone, this area had equipment donated by a local building company and tyres donated by a local company. Both the construction space and music space are used by the students regularly. These spaces are important to a child development. The areas will help support a child’s social skills. Similarly, with school X, a school in Caerphilly was struggling with their outside space. To combat this, the school planned to develop their outside spaces into zoned areas that would “engage the pupils well in positive play, and to develop their social interaction and wellbeing.” (Making spaces for play and learning outdoors, 2016). These spaces were separated into “bikes, skipping, playing football and construction, to quiet areas suitable for activities such as storytelling, drawing and role-play.” (Making spaces for play and learning outdoors, 2016). By creating differentiated areas that had specific roles, it created a culture that supports children having different interests and allowed them to do as they liked during break and lesson times. The school reported many improvements to the pupils’ attitudes and development stating that it “resulted in a calm learning environment where nearly all pupils have a positive attitude to play.  There are fewer accidents and arguments.  Following playtimes, pupils come into lessons in a calm manner, ready to work” (Making spaces for play and learning outdoors, 2016). School X could see similar results when their spaces are completed. 
As mentioned, the outside area will support the children’s social development, but other benefits to the students will be the advancements in their fine motor skills. With the advancements in technology and the fact that technology is easily accessible for most of the population, it is having adverse effects on fine motor skills in children. Sally Payne, the head paediatric occupational therapist, at the Heart of England foundation NHS Trust, spoke to the Guardian in 2018 about how children have lower fine motor skills now compared to ten years ago. She said that “Children coming into school are being given a pencil but are increasingly not be able to hold it because they don’t have the fundamental movement skills.” (Hill, 2018). Hill goes on to explain why this has changed and explains that children are being given a tablet instead of playing with blocks or craft items. Therefore, in children’s home lives they are not developing the skills they will need in school life and schools are having to teach these skills. The planned areas such as the sand space could help in developing fine motor skills. The website ‘Learning for Kids’ explains the benefits of learning through play, especially sand play. It say that some benefits include the “Development of fine motor skills” (Davis, 2012), and “Development of the sense of touch. Feeling and manipulating objects and moulding the sand.” (Davis, 2012). This message is echoed by the website ‘Childcare’. It say that sand and water play help children who “are practicing eye-hand coordination and using fine motor skills to scoop, sift, funnel, and pour.” (Childcare, 2019).
	Although, as previously mentioned, there are advantages to the planned project. There are also weaknesses. In the analysis of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) (Appendix 4) of the project, it brought up that some of the main weakness include; the upkeep and maintenance of the equipment, ensuring there will be sufficient staff available and ensuring the students safety. These weaknesses are all controlled by the school and are partly affected by finances. The finances available to the school could affect the future generations that use the equipment. These future generations might not be able to use the equipment in the same way as the first class because there might not be enough money to keep the area stocked and well maintained. Another weakness that came to light would be the staff training. Staff such as teaching assistants and teachers would need to be trained to ensure that students are achieving the best outcome for their progression, while using the outside space. If this training is not adequate, then it may affect the students’ outcome. 
	In an article looking at why teachers don’t use the outdoors as often as they could, teachers suggested that “it made it difficult to measure and assess learning outcomes” (Marchant, Todd, & Brophy, 2019). This weakness of confidence from the teachers may affect the time that students would spend outdoors. Although this may be a concern, the Welsh Government has helped address these with the progression steps. Progression steps are designed so that they are not assessing one specific task. Instead, they oversee a large time frame. The Welsh Government describe them as “They are not designed as stand-alone tasks, activities or assessment criteria.” (Curriculum for Wales guidance, 2020, p. 35), explaining that they are “framed broadly so that they can sustain learning over a series of years” (Curriculum for Wales guidance, 2020, p. 35). 
	While the threats and weaknesses brought up in the SWOT analysis do bring up valid points, the strengths and opportunities of the project out way them. The opportunities for students to progress their social skills will benefit them throughout their life. The opportunity for students to find their own interests and creativity through play will encourage individuality. The community will also benefit as they grow stronger bonds with school and strengthen links other parents in the community. 
	In conclusion, the school’s aim to develop the outside areas, will help the students to build on their intellectual knowledge, but it will also help to develop their social and creative skills, thus, creating interesting individuals that will be able to “reach their full potential” (Curriculum for Wales guidance, 2020, p. 221). The change in the curriculum in 2022 will have an impact on the way in which many teachers approach education. More than ever, they will need to concentrate on individual progression, rather than whole class progression. Teachers will also need to look at how they themselves integrate into the community. The updated ‘Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership’ state that all teachers should understand real-life authentic contexts. With a radical changing world, this will be important, to all teachers, as they should continue their own professional learning. By doing this, a teacher would be ready to understand challenging and different situations that arise.
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All Images were taken by me with the permission of ‘School X’. 
Appendix 1 – Planned outside space[image: ]
Appendix 2 – Outdoor music space[image: ]








Appendix 3 – Outside construction area
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Appendix 4 – SWOT analysis
	
	HELPFUL
	HARMFUL

	INTERNAL
(within the school)
	Strengths

· Student engagement with the outside. 
· Students increase in Happiness – the effects being outside has on children. 
· Students creativity – students able to be more creative as they learn through play what their interests are. 
· Students social skills – being outside should help students to be more social building stronger bonds through play. 




	Weaknesses

· Space available – will there be enough space available to hold all the equipment.
· Staffing – how will the area be staffed during lesson time? Is there enough teaching assistant?
· Student safety – How will students be kept safe during lesson time, especially the younger students. 
· Staff training costs – What training is needed to ensure that staff are maximising the benefits for students in the outside areas.
· Difficult to measure progression – How could teachers measure the student’s progression.


	EXTERNAL 
(outside the school)
	Opportunities

· Building stronger bonds with the local community – The development of the area will help to bring the local community together. 
· Children’s engagement. – Students have already been told about the area and consulted (Student council), this has helped to build excitement.
· Helping support student development – The area should help student to be engaged and disciplined during indoor lessons. 
· Some of the space has already been created. – As some space already exists this has laid the foundations for the vision of the area. 


	Threats

· Cost of materials – How much will the area cost to build and develop.
· Evolvement from the community e.g. too many voices – will too many people try to be involved making it difficult to finish the project. 
· Keeping up the maintenance of the areas. – Who is responsible for the long-term maintenance. How will the maintenance be paid for to ensure future generations also benefit from the space? 
· Weather – will the space be viable to be used during the winder due to bad weather. 
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