LEARNING FOR LIFE

A critical analysis of the evidence for which education in Wales prepares children and young people for a good life in a rapidly changing global context.

According to one of the most comprehensive longitude studies ever undertaken, a good life is reliant on three factors. The Harvard Study of Adult Development found that “success is seen over the arc of someone’s life”, “emotional intelligence makes all the difference” and “relationships, relationships, relationships” are key. Whilst in a recent study in New Zealand it was found that what children most frequently selected as meaning they had a good life was whether their “Parents or caregivers have enough money for basis stuff like food, clothes and a good house to live in” and that children and young people need “good relationships with family and friends”, “are kept safe from bullying, violence and accidents” and “are valued and respected for who they are” (Office of the Children’s Commissioner & Oranga Tamariki, 2019, p4).

The quest for happiness is examined by Lyness (n.d., online) as often incorrectly thought of as being “a thing that happens to us - something we have no control over”. This view is considered due to research showing that levels of happiness are very rarely due to a person’s situation. The author claims that they are more often due to whether you are optimistic, what type of mind-set you have, your strengths and interests, your relationships and whether you have meaning and purpose in life.

Westacott, however, states that a good life is often linked to the possession of virtues, such as being “courageous, honest, trustworthy, kind, selfless, generous, helpful, loyal, principled, and so on” (Westacott, 2019, online), in that when individuals devote time that benefits others rather than pursuing just their own pleasure they are putting a good life before pleasure, wealth and power. And that is what appears to be the problem in forming a definitive list or meaning of a good life. Too often it would seem that a good life is confused with a happy life or a successful life. Martin (2014, online) agrees with this concept by claiming “People have a tendency to confuse the two, mixing them up until they can’t distinguish between the very different but seemingly unified terms”. She goes on to claim that “How happy you are is the ultimate measure of success” rather than the other way around of success being the answer to happiness. 

[bookmark: 08]And when we begin to question whether children and young people are happy it is incredibly difficult to separate it from success, particularly where education is concerned. Just over 100 years ago, Dewey (1916, cited in Lawson & Silver, 2013, p392) believed that school should be a place “to promote individuality, to base education on the concept of children as children, not as future adults, on the idea of growth in children as an end in itself, not as a preparation”. Whilst in 1947 King Jr., at the time a teenage undergraduate at college, stressed that many believed that “Education should equip them with the proper instruments of exploitation so that they can forever trample over the masses”. He was fearful of this continuing, suggesting that it should be about “Intelligence plus character” and that giving individuals the ability to not only concentrate but to seek objects worth concentrating on would avoid creating generations of “close-minded, unscientific, illogical propagandists” (King, 1947).

At the turn of the early 20th century the education system changed dramatically, mainly due to the abolishment of school boards and the establishing of Local Education Authorities (LEA’s). The Education Act (1902) saw LEA’s take responsibility of all schools, including church and board schools with each being responsible for setting their own local taxes that were used to pay teachers and towards the maintenance of school buildings. It also resulted in a considerable increase in the number of secondary schools and teacher training colleges and for the first time a broad curriculum that was available to all. Balfour’s vision was for schools to result in an “educated workforce vital to maintaining Britain’s position at the forefront of world trade and technical achievement” (The National Archives, n.d., online). And despite much controversy, it remained as law for over 40 years until the passing of the Education Act (1944).

Providing an education for all children and separated into primary and secondary schools, The Education Act (1944) emphasised the importance of more than just academic achievement by stressing “It shall be the duty of the local education authority for every area, so far as their powers extend, to continue towards the spiritual, mental and physical developments of the community”. One of its main aims was to eradicate the inequalities within the system however the introduction of grammar, secondary modern and secondary technical schools can be said to have widened the gap. The introduction of the 11+, a series of I.Q. tests, were originally claimed to have been the benchmark for providing individuals with an educational route that would be most suited to their abilities. Despite its intention it became renowned as causing even further disparities between achievements reached. Thompson (2016, online) claims that despite the comforting myth of grammar schools offering “ a ‘ladder of opportunity’ to bright, working class students” the failings of the system far outweighed the benefits. He maintained that secondary moderns taught a watered down curriculum and were poorly resourced, that those who attended a secondary modern were branded as failures at the age of 11, that the 11+ didn’t measured intelligence and therefore children could be coached to pass and that access to examined qualifications were rarely available to secondary modern pupils.

So despite the many downfalls of the tripartite system it remained the norm across Wales and England right through to the mid 1960’s. With Labour coming to power in 1964 the switch to comprehensive schools became widespread. Intended to democratize education, they would forbid selection by either aptitude or ability and offer equal opportunities for all pupils. However it was not until the 1976 Education Act that comprehensive schools finally became the standard for secondary education, with the number of pupils attending grammar schools falling from “25% in 1965 to below 20% in 1971, below 10% in 1975 and below 5% in 1979” (Bolton, 2015, p4). Despite the Conservative Government repealing the 1976 act with the Education Act (1979), giving LEA’s back the right to select pupils, and the chaos that ensued, comprehensivisation continued. 

The education system remained largely unchanged for a decade, apart from changes to school governing bodies, a parents right to chose which school their child attended, The Assisted Places Scheme, removal of local authorities to provide free school meals and milk, the leaving age being raised to 16, provision for children with special educational needs, the introduction of NVQ’s and the abolishment of corporal punishment within schools. What did alter though was the momentum to introduce a core curriculum. Following Callaghan’s ‘Great Debate’ in 1976 it became clearer as to the governments ideals regarding what education was for. He spoke of being impressed by “the enthusiasm and dedication of the teaching profession” and  “the variety of courses that are offered in our comprehensive schools” yet was concerned “to find complaints from industry that new recruits from the schools sometimes do not have the basic tools to do the job that is required” (Callaghan, 1976, online). The Prime Minister went on to point out his idea of the goals of education which were to “equip children to the best of their ability for a lively, constructive, place in society, and also to fit them to do a job of work”. For the first time there was recognition of the increasing demands placed on schools, the role of inspections and the examination system as well as the pressure placed on children and young people “on whom the future of the country must depend”. In hindsight this ideology believed that the change that was needed could “be solved only by standards, examinations, inspections, closer links to industry, an onus on teaching methods and a fixed curriculum” (Unknown, 2012, online).

Eventually The Education Reform Act (1988) would become the most significant piece of education legislation since 1944 that transferred most of the responsibilities and powers from LEA’s onto the government’s Secretary of State for Education and school governing bodies. Alongside the centralisation of power the Act also set the wheels in motion of a National Curriculum. This was aimed to provide all maintained schools a balanced and broad curriculum that would “promote the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental and physical development of pupils at the school and of society” and
[bookmark: 07]“prepare such pupils for the opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of adult life” (Maclure, 1988, cited in Ruotanen, 2001, p17). This is in comparison to the 1931 report on primary education, which asserts “The schools whose first intention was to teach children how to read have thus been compelled to broaden their aims until it might now be said that they have to teach children how to live” (Board of Education, 1931, p93.) However the National Curriculum would bring about the final end of education being about “activity and experience, rather than knowledge to be acquired and facts to be stored” (Board of Education, 1931, p93.) 

Between 1991 and 1995 Standard Attainment Tests (SAT’s) were rolled out which saw children sit assessments in English, mathematics and science at ages 7, 11 and 14. They were used alongside teacher assessments to judge pupils learning and attainment levels against curriculum targets as well as if schools have hit their attainment targets. Meanwhile in secondary schools, General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE’s) replaced CSE’s and ‘O’ levels in an attempt to offer all pupils the opportunity to gain national qualifications that would provide them with a generally accepted record of achievement when leaving school at 16. Finally in 1992, there was the introduction of the Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED) in England and ESTYN in Wales. Common inspection frameworks were introduced that would “make sure that organisations providing education, training and care services in England do so to a high standard for children and students” (Gov, 2019, online) whilst in Wales “provide advice and guidance to the Welsh Government on quality and standards in education and training” (Estyn, 2019, online). In response to these transformations Berliner (2013, online) declared that “The secret garden had been dug up and built over with a government prescribed curriculum and testing colossus”. 

Many criticisms have been made over the years of these changes particularly the constant stress of testing that is placed on children throughout their whole education (Weale, 2017, online) (Nicholson, 2017, online) (Bousted, 2016,online), the use of test results being used to place schools in league tables (BBC, 2018, online) (Withey and Turner, 2013) (Pells, 2017) and whether the ultimate purpose of education and schools is to prepare children for adult life, score highly in PISA tables or provide opportunities that lead to children becoming healthy, happy adults. And it is these factors that are inevitably causing children, and teachers, to suffer from poor mental health, to self-harm, become suicidal or even take their own lives. 

In a report by Young Minds it is stressed that “We are facing a mental health crisis in our classrooms” (Young Minds, 2017, p6). They state that the biggest challenges that are faced by teachers are that approximately three children in an average sized class have a diagnosable mental health condition, suicide is the most common cause of death in five to nineteen year old boys and the second most common in girls, an estimated one in twelve young people self-harm, rising to just under one in three for aged 15 year old girls and over the past 25 years the rate of anxiety and depression has risen in teenagers by 70%. The Chief Executive of Young Minds emphasised that regardless of the rise in the number of treatment services there are available it is still not acceptable. With the ever-increasing reports of stress and anxiety at schools she points out that children need educating, not just about physical health, but also “how to understand and look after their mental health” (Young Minds, 2017, p2) and that in order to improve lives the focus needs to move to prevention and building resilience. The most significant detail being that “Good wellbeing on leaving school has a much greater impact on life outcomes than exam success” and that “ At the moment the education system is so heavily skewed it’s hard for schools to focus on the wellbeing of students rather than their academic achievements” (Brennan, 2017, online). And therefore action must be taken in order to stop this epidemic. 

This crisis is despite personal and social education (PSE) forming “part of the basic curriculum for all registered pupils aged 7 to 16 at maintained schools” in Wales (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008, p3). A non-statutory framework also exists for 3 to 19 year olds. The PSE framework is intended to provide schools and colleges with the tools to enable them to review and develop their provision through the planning and delivery of a broad and balanced programme that meets the needs of its learners. Throughout the key stages pupils are given the opportunity to develop skills that include thinking, communication, ICT and number. Each of these themes incorporate the opportunity to acquire competencies in a large number of areas including decision making, reflection, listening to others, sharing information and ideas, using safe practices when using digital communication, respect and how to gather, select and analyse data. Across the whole curriculum “Learners should be given opportunities to promote their health and emotional well-being and moral and spiritual development” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008, p10). Yet despite the acknowledgement that “‘Emotional intelligence’ involves the successful management of feelings and emotions” and that “Self-esteem affects learners’ confidence, ambition and ability to deal with life generally” it can be suggested that despite the best intentions, the importance of emotional health and well-being is too often overlooked within education in favour of targets, league tables and number of qualifications gained.

In 2016 Banerjee et. al. stated that whilst whole school approaches to supporting mental health are promoted, the evidence implies that it is often challenging and that:

Even where social and emotional learning programmes have a very strong evidence base, there is no guarantee of success, as there are significant challenges in terms of both implementing the programme activities and embedding them in broader school systems and everyday interactions (Banerjee et. al., 2016, p3).

They went on to discuss the changing emphasis of a teacher’s role and responsibilities. Whereas they were historically responsible for the cognitive, personal, social and emotional development of their pupils, often supported by pastoral systems, classrooms assistants and educational psychologists, this now tends to be a narrower, more generalised role which is more focussed on cognitive and academic development. This shift in priorities now means that:

As schools’ and teachers’ attention has been increasingly drawn to achievement outcomes within the standards agenda, there has been a significant move to develop discrete schoolbased strategies for addressing the emotional well-being needs of pupils (Banerjee et. al., 2016, p11).

The claim that “promoting the health and wellbeing of pupils and students within schools and colleges has the potential to improve their educational outcomes and their health and wellbeing outcomes” (Brooks, 2014, p4) alongside Donaldson’s review of the curriculum in 2015 and the upcoming introduction of ‘health and well-being’ as one of six key areas of learning experience of the new curriculum in Wales it is finally being given the attention it so clearly deserves. A recurring theme in Donaldson’s findings was the importance of mental health and well-being, with a plea that “Schools need to care both for children and young people’s physical and emotional needs and help them to take responsibility for their own lives” (Donaldson, 2015, p28). And through four purposes of the curriculum it is expected that children and young people will become healthy, confident individuals who “are building their mental and emotional well-being by developing confidence, resilience and empathy” (Donaldson, 2015, p30). The rationale of including health and well-being as a specific area of learning and experience is due to the claims that in order to thrive and engage effectively within education children must be able to experience physical, emotional and social well-being. By building knowledge, understanding and skills regarding health and well-being it is anticipated that they will then be able to deal with difficult issues and decisions and develop positive and appropriate relationships.
However, it is concerning to acknowledge that whilst the request for the review was made in 2014, it has taken five years to get to the first publication of details as to what the new curriculum will look like and the roll-out in all schools settings up to year 7, apart from at pioneer schools, will not begin until 2022, with complete roll-out not reaching year 11 until 2026. And whilst it is welcomed in response to the 1988 curriculum being what the Welsh Governments refers to as a prescriptive, narrow and out-dated curriculum “that sets out subject by subject, topic by topic and hour by hour what pupils should be learning” (Williams, 2019, online) it has also been met with some concerns. The teaching union NASUWT have warned that the implementation of the new curriculum “will be jeopardised unless continued underfunding, unnecessary cuts to teachers’ jobs and working conditions and the failure of the Consortia to effectively support schools is addressed” (NASUWT, 2019, online). Findings from a study by Cardiff University, involving over 600 teachers at pioneer schools, has found that despite welcoming a curriculum that teaches a broader and holistic curriculum that will no longer be a “burdensome and prescriptive system which puts too much pressure on pupils and teachers” it will instead provide a “focus on more aspects of the learners’ development than merely exam performance, including helping learners see the relevance of study to their daily lives” (Newton, 2019, online). Levels of support or time for development is a further worry and increased workloads, commitment, losing subject specific knowledge and specialist subject teachers, changes to qualifications and accountability systems are other concerns that have been raised. Perhaps the most compelling apprehension comes from a consultation with the Welsh Assembly’s Children, Young People and Education Committee. ADEW and WLGA have warned that “In and amongst all the change and reform in the system, potentially, leaders and teachers will be distracted from focusing on what matters – teaching children” (The Association of Directors of Education in Wales and the Welsh Local Government Association, 2019, p14).

So with so much uncertainty and time before there is “meat on the bones” (Dixon, 2019, online) it is difficult to foresee if the new curriculum will address the purposes and principles outlined in Donaldson’s review. One thing that is clear, however, is that resources, money and time are needed before schools are ready to deliver the new curriculum. Yet this is the one thing that today school children do not have the luxury of. Their time at school is now, their stresses and anxieties are being felt today and they face the remainder of their educational journey without the new focus that is being promised. It is therefore undeniable that they must be provided with targeted interventions that will improve their emotional and mental health before they become one of the statistics. 

Young Minds stress the role of schools in “promoting good emotional wellbeing and identifying early behaviour changes and signs of mental distress” (Young Minds, 2017, p4) stating that throughout the course of education children spend almost 8000 hours in classrooms. They also reiterate the claim that evidence points to emotional well-being being “a clear indicator of academic achievement, success and satisfaction in later life” and that access to health and well-being programmes can improve future mental health, social and emotional skills and reduce bad behaviour and bullying. The UK’s leading charity for young people’s mental health and well-being further advocate whole school approaches that not only improve the well-being of pupils and staff but also “have a positive impact on the prevention and reduction of mental health problems across school populations” (Young Minds, 2017, p10). In 2017 they carried out a poll which found overwhelming evidence that “teachers, parents and young people all feel that there is currently too much pressure on exam results and an insufficient focus on wellbeing in the school system” and that greater priority needs to be given to student well-being (Young Minds, 2017, p14).

Meanwhile The Welsh Government is investing 7 million pounds towards improving Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) and supporting whole school approaches to improving mental health and well-being in schools. Alongside Together for Children and Young People (T4CYP), a multi-agency service that was launched in 2015 by the Minister for Health and Social Services, they are prioritising the reshaping and refocusing of the emotional and mental health needs of children and young people in Wales. Working within the human rights approach of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) they believe that improving early intervention and prevention and building resilience are the key priorities. With the assistance of the Early Intervention Foundation (EIF) they have evaluated a range of interventions/programmes that are believed to have positive, causal impacts on outcomes for children including JIGSAW and ELSA’s.

JIGSAW, claiming to be the mindful approach to PSHE, provides class teacher with detailed lesson plans and resources “which perfectly connects the pieces of Personal, Social and Health Education, emotional literacy, social skills and spiritual development” (Jigsaw, 2019a, p1). Comprising of 6 ‘puzzle pieces’ per school year, each including the 2 learning intentions of PSHE and emotional literacy and social skills, it is claimed to be “relevant to children living in today’s world” and supports the regulation of emotions, builds emotional resilience and also enhances focus and concentration. (Jigsaw, 2019b, p2). An impressive resource that includes 288 lesson plans, PowerPoint presentations, interactive games and activities, original songs and assessment tasks it does not come cheap. A whole school set, for use from foundation stage to year 6 it costs just under £3000. 

ELSA’s, Emotional Literacy Support Assistants, are specifically trained teaching assistants who support pupils who are experiencing temporary or longer term emotional needs. The training is designed to build a schools capacity in supporting pupils emotional needs by recognising that children tend to learn better if their emotional needs are met. Trained and supported by educational psychologists they help children to understand and regulate their own emotions and can either work with individuals or with small groups. This does bring about the question as to whether ELSA’s offer a truly whole school approach as their work is not directed at all pupils, merely specific pupils deemed at need. However there are reports that the language used in ELSA sessions, and the values and behaviour it instils, tends to permeate throughout whole schools until it opens up new understanding and potential (Hill, et. al., 2017, p14). The cost for the training, usually 6 full days and 6 days of supervision, ranges between approximately £600 and £850 with on-going supervision adding about £200 per year.

From personal experience an active way in which schools are able to strengthen their focus on their well-being provision is by establishing school-based approaches that promote emotional well-being through a web-based programme that has “made it easy for teachers and support staff to engage with and monitor the wellbeing and mental health of children in primary school” (Speakr, 2019a, online). However, it goes above and beyond its own expectations by instilling an ability in children to stop, think about how they feel, ask themselves why they feel that way and be able to make it known to an adult in a safe and secure manner. Launched in 2013, Speakr, is an online check-in programme that uses emoji type faces that represent how a child is feeling at that particular time. They are able to log on using secure and existing school systems, select an appropriate emoji face and add some comments about why they might be feeling such a way. Class teachers are able to view their pupils responses at any time, setting flags for particular children that they have on-going worries about, monitor the overall well-being of their whole class and chose how and when to take appropriate action in dealing with concerns. Through these ‘light touch’ interactions schools are able to frequently monitor and gain an understanding into pupil’s well-being, emotional state and mental health. An accurate picture can then be developed that allows staff to offer focus and support to the children perceived as being as risk.

Competitively priced, depending on the number of pupils registered on the system, with support and training ensuring staff use best practice and gain the optimum benefits of using Speakr, the very most a school will pay is £499 for a year. It requires no software installation or special equipment, is subject to school’s own ICT and safeguarding policies, complies to the Data Protection Act 2018 and is encrypted between the school’s computers and Speakr’s web servers. 

Having played a part in the introduction of Speakr at three local schools and having spoken at length to the founder it was clear that the initial purpose was to provide staff with a safe, easy and cost effective way of discovering and understanding underlying causes of behaviour (good or bad) and assist schools in identifying appropriate interventions. However, in the following five or six years since, it has become apparent that not only does the system offer these benefits but also provides the children with a platform that helps them to develop skills in understanding different emotions and an opportunity to question themselves on why they might be feeling a particular way, thereby allowing them to put their emotions into perspective. It has also allowed them to gain trust in asking for help and knowing that it will be dealt with timely and appropriately. And this mind-set is still strongly displayed in children who used the system for a number of years and are now progressing through secondary school. In recent Estyn inspections it was noted that  “Pupils feel completely safe at school and are confident that they can discuss any worries with members of staff” which is in main due to using “an electronic system purposefully to express their feelings regularly” (Estyn, 2018, p5).  They went on to point out that due to daily staff scrutiny pupils know that their concerns will be given due attention.

Unfortunately, this is not always the case, as some schools are purely using the system as a tokenistic intervention measure in meeting Estyn’s inspection needs. What head teachers, class teachers and support staff need to realise is its not just about giving the children the opportunity to share their feelings or having a set of data that isn’t used to make improvements. It is about giving the children the chance to develop “the tools to become well rounded individuals who aren’t afraid to say when something’s wrong and aren’t afraid to ask for help” as “how otherwise are we going to help our young children to express their feelings, to track their emotional well-being, to do well at school and actually find out what’s going on in their minds” (Speakr, 2019b, online). 

In conclusion, it is difficult to give a clear definition of what constitutes a ‘good life’. It is subjective and to some it means success, to others happiness. Throughout history the purpose of education has changed, be it written within legislation or statements made by educational experts or theorists. Regardless of the educational system set up, the curriculum being taught or the examinations or tests that must be sat, children and young people are struggling with the ever growing demands placed on them. Children at school are told that if they work hard at their GCSE’s then they can go to college. Success at ‘A’ levels then means they can study at university. Gain a degree and the working world is waiting for you. Earn a good wage and you can own your own home, meet your soul mate and create a family. However, this just isn’t the case anymore, but its what we keep telling them. Whether the new curriculum in Wales becomes a success or not, everyone within schools including senior management, head teachers, class teachers, support staff and governors must take responsibility for ensuring our children and young people develop the skills and knowledge required to maintain their emotional and mental health whatever life throws at them.
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