Reflective Journal


This journal will reflect on two key issues within contemporary education: the provision of art and creative subjects in the school curriculum and the school budget.  It is recognised that creativity is seen as important; however, there is an issue with the amount of time and input that it is allocated (Creative Learning through the Arts- An Education Plan for Wales, 2015-2020). School budgets are currently being cut and this is having wide reaching implications (Coughlan, 2018).  This journal will consider critically the impact of these two issues on education and the way in which they influence current teaching and learning within schools in Wales. 
The initial reasoning behind the choice of these issues is the after school art club run by UWTSD students in a local primary school and a separate primary school nursery placement that I attend.  The art club and nursery school placement have highlighted both issues as the creative subjects require funding, resources and allocated time.  The school placement has highlighted issues over how the budget is decided and allocated to schools, increasing class sizes, resources, lack of funding for school trips and staff cuts.  These experiences will be used to reflect on contemporary education. 

Art and the Curriculum:

There is a focus on the Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) in Welsh primary schools, including in the Foundation Phase. However, there are other subject areas that are important for development such as art (Teaching Art in the Primary School, 2013).  All primary schools must have creativity within their curriculum, but some schools are faced with barriers that limit the amount of art and other creative subjects they can do with the pupils (Curriculum for Wales, 2015).  Barriers such as: the classroom environment, time, curriculum, teacher experience, class size and how funding affects the amount of resources will be critically evaluated. 
	The classroom environment being set up to allow for creativity is an issue within contemporary education, due to the current curriculum and inspection demands (Creativity in the Primary Curriculum, 2005).  For the environment to be efficient for art and creativity to take place it needs to have enough space, and challenge the pupils, while allowing them to think and make their own choices for their work (Creativity in the Primary Curriculum, 2005).  From my observation, classroom management may mean that particular resources or areas are restricted and pupils therefore, cannot use all of the resources available to them. A teacher may have particular activities planned for the pupils to do within that day and only allow them certain resources.  These activities involve development of particular areas, such as: fine motor skills; social skills; communication; developing the ability to listen and follow tasks, which are all in the Foundation Phase Framework (2015).  This is where the teacher is bringing in structured learning which the pupils need to develop for future years in school, however, it does take them away from child lead learning which is important for pupils to creatively develop; there is an on-going debate into what the balance of this should be (Playing to Learn, 2016).  When observed, the pupils are, in general, happy to do the planned tasks by the teacher.  However, it could be a task focused on a different area as to what the pupil was originally going to do naturally; this is linked into Piaget’s theory that every child is a ‘little scientist’ who explores their world to learn (Child Development, An Active Learning Approach, 2010).  The time spent in school placement has shown how this could lead pupils to reduce their creative thinking, which in turn could make them less able to adapt to problem solving tasks.
The school provision of art and creativity to pupils is restricted by time.  The current curriculum covers many other topics, whilst also trying to develop the pupils creatively (Art and Design in the National Curriculum for Wales, 2008).  Due to there being such a strong focus on the core subjects, creative subjects such as art can be disregarded as having little or no value, due to the pressures of pupil attainment in the main topic areas (Art in the Primary School, 1990).  The school day could also be considered as ‘too short’, in Wales the school day is between 9am-3.30pm.  Whereas, for secondary schools in South Korea the day starts at 7.50am and finishes at 4.20pm, however, further study continues after school for pupils until midnight in some cases (BBC News, 2016).  However, the school day being this long for pupils in South Korea does have negative factors, pupils are tired which can affect the pupil’s progress.  
If the school day and the length of terms was revised and extended by the government, it would create greater flexibility with timetabling for more creative subjects.  The current school year is only 190 days (The Education School Day and School Year Wales Regulations, 2003).  From experience, time does have a major impact on the teaching and learning done.  In my placement nursery class, the pupils are only in school for either a morning or afternoon session.  Many of them, despite being very young, would benefit from an extended time in school that is child centred (Foundation Phase, 2018).  Barret (2018) discusses how this would allow for more creative development time with the pupils by changing the structure of the timetabling that has been in place for a long time. In many cases, creative arts do have a place on the curriculum but it is often not given the correct balance or emphasis.  There may be an hour for art in the week but perhaps it is that hour that often disappears as other demands arise and flexibility is restricted (NUT, 2015). 
The focus on the LNF is made clear by the Welsh Government in the ‘Curriculum for Wales’ (2015).  Pupils’ progress in literacy and numeracy is measured and recorded by schools, and by Estyn (2016-2017) in their annual reports.  This can put pressure on teachers as they want the pupils to achieve their full potential in numeracy and literacy.  This is because it makes the school look good if the pupils are progressing well in the core subjects, and is reflected in the National School Categorisation System that is updated each year (ITV Report, 2017).
 The pressure of achievement in core subjects to do well in the National School Categorisation System could lead to teachers not having much experience within creative subjects, as it is not the main focus.  Teacher training does focus on developing English and Mathematics due to these subjects being core subjects. The ‘Creative Learning through the Arts- An Education Plan for Wales’ (2015-2020) aims to make education over all more creative even with the core subjects to close the gap.  There needs to be more on-going training for teachers so they can keep developing themselves. NAWR (2019) aims to develop teachers’ confidence within the arts, this is a fantastic opportunity for teachers in Wales; more creative development opportunities need to be available to increase the standard of teaching.  A teacher lacking knowledge/experience within creative subjects can impact how much the pupils develop their own artistic expression (Creative Education, Teaching and Learning, 2015).  The children need someone with creative skills to show them how to develop their own and to plant ‘seeds’ of creative ideas (Robinson, 2006).  This refers back to Vygotsky’s views on how learning takes place with the zone of proximal development (ZPD).  The pupils would not just ‘know’ how to paint a picture unless shown with some guidance on how to actually paint (Vygotsky in Action in the Early Years: ‘The Key to Learning’ Curriculum, 2010).  The teacher needs to have art experience to help the pupils to ‘scaffold’ their learning (Scaffolding Children’s Learning: Vygotsky and Early Childhood Education, 1995).  
Upon reflection, I can see how my own experience of different creative opportunities throughout childhood and completing an Art and Photography National Diploma course at Llyn-Y-Bryn College (2009-2011) has developed my teaching.  From these experiences I am confident with the skills and qualities I learnt, which enables me to plan, organise and deliver the after school art club to the year three class (Teaching Primary Art, 2013).  Having the ability to transfer my skills from one setting to another and problem solve creatively has given me the confidence to provide the same opportunities for pupils (Creative Approaches to Problem Solving, 2011).  These skills are desirable in many job roles, which is why I see creatively developing pupils as so important (Simister, 2007).  The art after school club is funded through the University of Wales Trinity Saint David; without this funding being available, the year three pupils would not have the opportunity to gain this experience and learn the transferable skills (Creative Approaches to Problem Solving, 2011).  This opportunity has provided essential experience that will help me with my career path.      
 The increasing class sizes has been an ongoing issue for a long time, as the population is growing each year.  This data shows that the average life expectancy has nearly doubled since 1841, see image below:
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With the quality of life improving and life expectancy going up as shown above, this is filtering through into the schools and class sizes are increasing.  Data on Stats Wales (2018) shows the increase in class size: 2003/2004 there was 21,080 pupils in reception in total in Wales, Swansea had 1,925 pupils in reception (See table A below).  In 2017/2018 there was an increase to 23,510 total pupils in reception class in Wales and Swansea increased to 2,140 pupils in reception (See table B below).  The growing class sizes puts added pressure onto teachers and teaching assistants, as there are more pupils under their responsibility to teach.  
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From observation in the nursery class placement there has been an increase of pupils at the start of term after the Christmas holidays.  This is where new pupils are joining the morning and the afternoon groups.  The teacher and teaching assistants have to get the new pupils adjusted to: being in a new environment and introduce the school classroom rules. While also introducing the new pupils to the existing pupils who have been attending since September and are settled into the school environment.  The bigger the class size, the harder the day in the classroom is because there are more pupils to teach and control (National Education Union, 2016).  Upon reflection, with the increase of pupils, there has not been an increase in staff or the items within the classroom available to the pupils, which means everything and everyone is now in higher demand (Pells, 2017).  If the class sizes have to increase so should the balance of resources and teaching staff.     
All pupils should have the opportunities to creatively develop, however, the funding the school has available does impact the amount, and types of resources that can be purchased for the pupils to access; this is an issue within primary and secondary schools (BBC News, 2018).  For pupils to develop creatively a range of areas from art through to drama and music are involved (Isaacs, 2010).  With schools having a limited amount of funding for resources such as: paint, craft materials, musical instruments, drama props/lighting it can be difficult for schools to facilitate creative development (Creative Development, 2003).  Robinson (2006) discussed how when children are not allowed to be creatively free, they do not grow into being a creative person but instead they actually grow out of being a creative person.  This is due to education having such a strong focus on the current core subjects.  Limited money can impact on resources and in turn the pupils’ creative development, this has been shown through the art club as it is run by volunteers and externally funded.  
To conclude, the first current issue within contemporary education: the provision of art and creative subjects in the school curriculum, has been discussed and critically evaluated.  The amount of funding schools receive for creative subjects should not continue to be faced with funding cuts, the funding should be improved to make it easier to provide pupils with the resources needed to creatively develop (BBC News, 2018).  The increase in class sizes clearly impacts on the classroom overall for the teacher, teaching assistants and the pupils; more equipment and more teaching assistants would reduce the impact of increasing class sizes (States Wales, 2018).  The importance of teacher experience was discussed and how a lack of creative experience filters through into the pupils.   This begins with the need for improving Initial Teacher Training (ITT) but also demonstrates the need for ongoing professional development and sharing of knowledge between practitioners (Creative Learning through the Arts- An Education Plan for Wales, 2015-2020).  Teacher training should ensure every teacher has a high standard of creative experience to allow pupils to achieve their full potential through ZPD (Vygotsky in Action in the Early Years: ‘The Key to Learning’ Curriculum, 2010).  Time was explored within this reflective journal as it is clear that it is a vital factor in how much pupils can progress and develop.  The lack of creative subjects was highlighted and how they can be disregarded compared to the core subjects (Art in the Primary School, 1990).  Lastly, reflection on the classroom environment does have barriers that impede creative subjects.  These barriers are the amount of space available and that certain areas could be restricted due to the lesson planned by the teacher.  This could lead to the pupils not being fully free to do the creative activities they want to (Creativity in the Primary Curriculum, 2005).        

School Budget:

The Welsh Government gets funding from the UK Government through the ‘Barnett Formula’, this formula calculates the allowance that will be allocated to the Welsh Government for that year (Welsh Government, 2011).  Once the Welsh Government receives the funding it chooses the amounts of money and where the money is then allocated; for example the money that goes to the NHS (Welsh Government, 2011).  The Local Educational Authority (LEAs) then prepare budget statements for each maintained school, which must follow the School Standards and Framework Act (1998).  For the LEAs to prepare the budget statements, every school is assessed and evaluated annually (Swansea Council, 2017).  This information leads to the final decision on how much money the school will have for its budget for that year.  There are a number of factors that are connected to the school budget such as: increasing class size, staff cuts, school bands, poverty, resources, extracurricular clubs, and school trips.  All of these topics will be critically evaluated and reflected on throughout this journal.     
	Increasing class size has a major impact on schools that filters through into almost every aspect of school life.  The school budget is based on the previous year; this can cause the schools not to receive enough money within the school budget for the current school year (Swansea Council, 2017).  Each year, the class size could increase which could leave the school needing to spread the budget for each pupil further as the intake of the extra pupils would not, yet, be allocated for.  Since 2009 the school budget has dropped by 5%, the pupils are affected by this decrease in funding by more resources being cut (Lewis, 2018). 
In 2015, a New School Categorisation System was introduced in Wales, and ‘school colour bands’ could determine the amount of school budget that is provided to a particular school. This is a system shown as traffic lights: red, amber, yellow and green (Welsh Government, 2015).  The colour shown of a school indicates how well a particular school is doing overall regarding: attainment, attendance, quality of teaching and learning.  Green is the best colour showing the school needing a low level of support; yellow/amber are in the middle criteria and red indicates a high level of support is needed.  This information can be accessed via My Local Authority (2018).  Green would have either little or no development/maintenance input, as the school would be seen as doing well from the pupils having good attainment and attendance.  Red, however, indicates that a school needs a tailored support system to help that particular school improve on the areas where is it underachieving (My Local Authority, 2018). 
 The categorisation also shows, for example, that Abbey Primary school (2018) had £3,508 per pupil with a total of 405 pupils in the school.  Whereas, Christchurch Primary school (2018) had £3,562 per pupil with just 157 pupils in the school.  Both schools are in the green category, whereas, Eastern Primary (2018) is in the red category.  Eastern Primary school (2018) had 208 pupils, (51 more pupils than Christchurch primary school, 2018) with £3,364 per pupil.  This is £198 less per pupil (My Local Authority, 2018).  This shows inequalities in the budget process as the level of improvement/support that a school needs to be in the green category, does not seem to be reflected in the funding they receive.  If a school is in need of improvement, a higher level of funding maybe needed to address the issues within the school.  This information indicates that other factors influence the amount of money each school receives for their individual school budget.  
	From observation in placement, school trips, as an example, are paid for by the parents/guardians and not the school budget.  The school budget cannot afford to factor in school trips, as it would take money away from other areas such as resources (BBC News, 2018).  This issue impacts the pupils who may not be able to afford the trip and become isolated from their peer group.  Estyn (2012) shows a range of case studies about addressing issues around poverty and the impact on education. One is focused on disadvantaged learners and how they are impacted by a lack of experiences from not being able to travel (Pupil Deprivation, 2014).  I was able to attend the cinema in Neath Port Talbot to watch ‘The Grinch’ with the children.  This was a lovely experience for the pupils at Christmas.  The Welsh Government (2010) shows a summary of what charges can be made to the parents/guardians for trips, but because the film was not educational and an activity taking place outside of school, the parents/guardians were be charged for it.  
From my own personal experience in Bishop Gore Comprehensive School (2008) I know what it feels like to be the pupil left behind.  The school took pupils to France for one week.  I did not ask my mother if I could go because I knew she would find it hard to pay, I put the consent form in the bin at school.  I felt left out as all my friends went and I was left with a supply teacher with films being played in school instead; not enhancing my learning.  This example of missing a cultural experience is echoed by Estyn’s (2012) research in to the impact of poverty. It showed that disadvantaged learners would rarely have the opportunity to travel beyond where they live and so limiting their experiences and perhaps their life expectations (Effective Practice in Tackling Poverty and Disadvantage in Schools, 2012).  
	The school budget covers basic resources needed for the classroom environment like: tables, chairs, pens/pencils, paper and so on.  From reflection of the primary school placement I attend, I have seen certain areas of the school that need attention.  One example is that the nursery school yard has a section in the middle that has become uneven on the floor, if there is heavy rain this section of the yard retains water.  From that area retaining water, even on the dry days this could stop the nursery class from being allowed outside to play; if one pupil fell over into the water they would be soaked.  The school budget will not be put into fixing the drainage of the yard; only urgent structural work would use the school budget. Here is another clear example of budget restraints impacting the learning environment and pupil experience. 
	There is currently a discussion about kitchen staff being reduced within primary schools in Neath Port Talbot as part of a £12million savings plan by the Local Authority (Bradfield, 2018).  This would have major impacts within primary schools as some schools now run breakfast clubs for pupils as well as the lunchtime service provided.  If these cuts happen in April 2019, as proposed, food services in primary school will have reduced staff, potentially impacting food orders and service standards (South Wales Evening Post, 2018). There seems to be a potential conflict here as the number of Free School Meals (FSM) provided is used as a measure for economic deprivation and social need.  FSM are also a school budget factor (Rowntree Foundation, 2015). 
	From observation, the class I am assisting do not currently have lunch in school as the pupils are either in the morning or afternoon class.  However, the pupils do have a break that includes fruit and milk. These items come up from the other school campus where there are pupils who have lunch at school.  If these funding cuts do happen in April 2019, it could stop the nursery receiving their fruit and milk if deliveries are affected by staff cuts as the school is in the Neath Port Talbot area (South Wales Evening Post, 2018).  A further impact that could affect the pupils is that the parents/guardians could be asked to provide money for the children to have fruit. I know from other experiences that some schools do currently ask the parents/guardians for fruit money to be given.  This can lead to pupils missing out on nutritional benefits as fruit is a good source of vitamins and minerals, if the school budget does not cover it and the parents/guardians could not afford to pay for these items of food (NHS, 2018).
	To conclude, this reflective journal has discussed issues within the school budget, these have been discussed and evaluated by the impact they have on schools.  This journal has highlighted issues such as reducing staff, this will evidently impact the smooth running of the school and affect the pupils (Bradfield, 2018).  The calculations of funding provided for an individual school  seems to need re-evaluating by the Welsh Government, as the evidence in this journal indicates there is an imbalance as schools in the ‘red category’ seem to be receiving less funding (My Local Authority, 2018).  The schools in the red category should receive adequate funding to target the areas where the problems are occurring to help the school out of difficulty.  It is unfortunate that the school budgets do not cover the cost of school trips as in some circumstances not all pupils could attend if the parents/guardians could not fund their child to go; this will impact the experiences available to the child (BBC News, 2018).  
School trips are essential to a child’s development as it helps with a number of areas such as: listening skills; communication skills; independence; the opportunity to learn in different settings instead of the classroom; explore a range of experiences and culture (Estyn, 2012).  The school budget should not only rely on the previous year, it should be a combination of statistics over two or three years; this would allow for situations such as the increase in class sizes not to negatively affect the school as the extra pupils would have been accounted for (Swansea Council, 2017).  

Summary 

Overall funding should not be cut for schools, the range of areas that are covered by the school budget are important and do impact the standard of teaching and learning (Welsh Government, 2015).  The Welsh Government should recognise these issues within schools and provide enough funding/support to improve the schools; not reduce funding and expect the schools to be able to carry on and maintain high standards (Pells, 2017).  The school budget is also linked into the first key issue within contemporary education, creativity (Creative Learning through the Arts- An Education Plan for Wales, 2015-2020).  Creativity is an important factor in pupil development and creates transferable skills that are essential for learners today (Creative Approaches to Problem Solving, 2011).      
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