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Contemporary Challenges: Making a difference.
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All you ever seem to read or hear about recently in the media, is about the economy and the ‘Cost of Living Crisis’. Even teenagers are talking about it. I was in a fast food restaurant recently and while I was waiting for my food, I overheard a group of teens talking and one of them referred to something called “Cols”. One of their friends asked what “Cols” was and they explained that, that’s what some teens refer to the cost of living crisis as! I thought that was pretty funny. What isn’t funny however, is that inflation leads to poverty and poverty is a very REAL problem.
Years ago, I lived alone. My relationship had broken up and I had to sustain myself. I found myself a flat and I was working (same job I’m in now) and I had bills to pay. Rent, food, electricity and travel costs so I could go back and forth to work. All this on my own with my one wage. Family were there but my pride wouldn’t allow me to ask for help, except for one time when things got so bad I had to ask my mother to buy me a bag of shopping, just so I could eat. It was that bad! Luckily enough those days are over for me (touch wood) at the moment, but every time I hear or read a story of someone’s account of what they are going through with similarities to my story. It takes me back. We are not talking about people who are unemployed or homeless, those stories are hard enough! We are talking about people in professional jobs! Police officers, nurses and teachers all going to food banks because their wage simply isn’t enough to afford everything. This truly baffles me, according to Kasmira Jefford who writes for “City A.M.” 
She says that as of November 2015, the UK was the “fifth richest country in the world”!
[bookmark: _Hlk133265326] (https://www.cityam.com/world-wealth-britain-crowned-fifth-richest-country-in-the-world-behind-us-china-japan-and-germany/). 
So how can it be that in the fifth richest country in the world, we are having people homeless? Or using food banks? How are we in poverty? If a country like ours is struggling, what does that mean for less privileged countries? These are all scary and valued questions that we need answers for immediately in my estimation.
Everyone knows that inflation is one major cause of poverty, obviously other factors dictate why inflation goes up but inflation on its own is still a major factor in my opinion. I took it upon myself to see if I could find the UK’s current inflation rate. Here is what I found:
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[bookmark: _Hlk133265423](ONS,CPI annual inflation rate, series D7G7 (22 March 2023 update)

The graph clearly shows that inflation has skyrocketed in the last two and a half years. In the middle of 2020 inflation was the lowest it had been in four years. Then steadily it has grown and grown. When inflation goes up, the price of things go up. Food, electricity, gas and fuel all rise. Our money doesn’t stretch as far and we cant afford as much. This in turn leads to poverty for some people. Most chillingly of all, if parents struggle to pay for things, then their children inevitably become impoverished. This is through no fault of the child or their parents, it is all down to the economy of the country. The Joeseph Rountree Foundation wrote in 2023 that:
 “In 2020/21, 3.9 million children were in poverty. Therefore, one in four children in the UK are living in poverty (27%).”
[bookmark: _Hlk133265369](https://www.jrf.org.uk/data/overall-uk-poverty-rates)

Its scary to think that if this was the number of children in poverty in 2020/21… before inflation rose and before Russia invaded Ukraine which lead to further economic problems… What does it mean for poverty numbers in 2023? Will it ever get any better? I suppose we will see. For me though, worldwide poverty is something that needs to be addressed NOW!
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Increasing worldwide poverty is a major issue at the moment. We are in the midst of an economical crisis which was formed (in part) by COVID-19. With the media always talking about the “Cost of living crisis” its quite apparent that, at least for now, this is an issue that is here for the foreseeable future.
This also has an adverse effect on children also. If the families are struggling to pay bills or provide the bare essentials, the children will feel the strains also. I have seen first hand the impact it can have, Some students have come to school hungry as they haven’t had breakfast and the parents can’t afford to pay the schools weekly requirement for snacks. We as a school, have been both empathetic and sympathetic to such cases and felt that it was our duty to forego the cost of the snack and provided them with adequate breakfast. Some cases are truly heart wrenching. 
According to the children’s charity “Save the Children” through the BBC, Wales had the highest child poverty stats on the UK in 2021. They said that:
 “almost a third of children in Wales are living in poverty”
[bookmark: _Hlk133623639] (https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-57157436) 

The Welsh Government confirm this by releasing a chart showing this figure in 2020. They publish their findings over a 3 year period so as of yet, 2023’s findings are still unknown. 




Here is the graph on the latest published findings:
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[bookmark: _Hlk133623686](https://www.gov.wales/child-poverty-strategy-2022-progress-report-html)


This graph clearly shows the rate that child poverty grew in the space of three years. From 2010 until 2013 the rate was dropping on a yearly basis (from 80% of children down to 60%), then from 2014 onwards it started to grow from the 60% up to 78%. The positive signs show that from 2019, the rate starts to dip, this could be in part due to COVID 19 and the schemes the government put together for children during the pandemic. In 2020/21 the government announced a temporary £20 a week increase to Universal Credit to help battle child poverty.
[bookmark: _Hlk133623743](https://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/blog/where-is-child-poverty-increasing-in-the-uk/)
Being impoverished can be detrimental to a child’s mental health. Being around other children who may not be experiencing the same hardships as them financially can make them feel withdrawn or isolated. For example if there is a “non-uniform day” in school and the impoverished student’s family cannot afford named brands and others around them have, they can feel isolation and maybe even resentment towards their peers. 
As with children who are impoverished through no fault of their own, the same can be said of the children who are lucky enough to be within a family who don’t face such hardships. Our role as educators is also to promote empathy and sympathy to those children. We should be teaching more about the “Cost of living crisis” and the rate of inflation so the students realise that it’s a terrible situation the world is in at the moment, in regards to finances. The hope being that if some of their peers are in such perils, they should feel compassion for them, not pity or ridicule.
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[bookmark: _Hlk133686697](https://tll.gse.harvard.edu/sites/projects.iq.harvard.edu/files/hgsetll/files/designthinkingeducation.pdf)

What is “Design Thinking” and how can we use it in education to teach about some of the contemporary issues in the world today? Doctors Rim Razzouk and Valerie Shute describe Design Thinking in their book “What is design thinking and why is it important?”  as an:
“analytic and creative process that engages a person in opportunities to experiment, create and prototype models, gather feedback, and redesign.” 
[bookmark: _Hlk133686725][bookmark: _Hlk133683126](Razzouk, R. and Shute, V., 2012. What is design thinking and why is it important?. Review of educational research, 82(3), pp.330-348.)

[image: ]Radoslaw Wolniak who is an associate professor at the Silesian University of Technology wrote in a scientific paper about the “5 stages of Design Thinking” He wrote that the five stages were:
· Empathize
· Define
· Ideate 
· Prototype
· Test







[bookmark: _Hlk133686754](Wolniak, R., 2017. The Design Thinking method and its stages. Systemy Wspomagania w Inżynierii Produkcji, 6(6), pp.247-255.)
	So how can we use it in relation to educating our students about the contemporary issues of the world and gauge how they feel or what their thoughts are on them? On reflection I can remember a case within my own school where we have used Design Thinking to teach our students on the value of money and the price of everyday items such as food, clothing and utilities. In this case it was about the price of food and how to use your money wisely when shopping.

	In the sixth form, part of their “Life Skills” is to organise, source prepare and sell Jacket potatoes for staff. This included thinking about the ingredients needed and how much they would have to spend. We would send the students off into groups and they would access the internet and search the local supermarket websites for the prices of the items they would need, They would look to compare each supermarket for the best value in price. The students would even decide together how much the Jacket potatoes would be sold to the staff for so they would make enough money for their shop next week! They came to the conclusion they would have to sell the potatoes for £2.50 with two toppings and £3 if a staff member wanted an extra topping (that was me).
[image: Baked Potato Potatoes Vegetable - Free vector graphic on Pixabay]
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As the cost of living crisis took hold, the students began noticing the prices of the ingredients going up. They started to query the staff why this was. We advised they research the cost of living crisis, inflation and poverty whilst answering their questions as best we could. We also asked them to think of ideas to help solve the issue. The general consensus among them was that either companies would have to lower their costs or employers would have to pay their staff more. Some students really started to worry! They were worried that the prices would rise so much, that their parents would be unable to afford their household bills. 
	
	In my opinion this was the only draw back to this exercise. Yes the students loved researching and organising their enterprise, but the reality of the rises in costs over a relatively short space of time shocked and in some cases scared them. It could also be a positive however, because these students found out a little of what their parents have to endure and a little sample of some of the challenges they will have to face as adults.
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Group Video Asessment
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“Gibbs's reflective cycle proposes that reflection takes place after an experience. It provides a structure that generally guides the process of reflecting. The framework consists of cue questions, based on key concepts, and provides a checklist for learners to work through, answering and considering the cue questions as they progress. The reflective cycle focuses on learning from experiences by involving feelings, thoughts, and recommendations for future actions”
[bookmark: _Hlk133758273](Adeani, I.S., Febriani, R.B. and Syafryadin, S., 2020. USING GIBBS’REFLECTIVE CYCLE IN MAKING REFLECTIONS OF LITERARY ANALYSIS. Indonesian EFL Journal, 6(2), pp.139-148.)

	If I was to be brutally honest, I was a little apprehensive about the group task! I am one of only two males within the course and was worried that it may be uncomfortable for the ladies within the group. For all they knew, I could try to dominate the task or I could shy away from it and just do as I was told. The ladies within the group had no way of knowing. This being said, my apprehension melted away after our first meeting, the ladies were very warm and accommodating. They valued my input, as I indeed valued theirs.
	In our first meeting we established what contemporary issue we were going to discuss in our video. The group members put forward a case for the issue they thought would be adequate for us to cover. We all listened as each of us made our thoughts known. I put forward that I was intending to cover “Poverty” in my individual assessment, and I had already done some research on the topic. The group seemed impressed with the research I had already gathered and unanimously, we all settled on Poverty being our issue. On reflection I think that it would have been a better idea to maybe just introduce ourselves and then set a meeting time at a later date. This so that the other group members would have been able to gather more information on their chosen issue and would be able to put together a more detailed argument for us to consider their chosen issue. To end this session, we agreed to meet via Teams on Tuesdays at 5:30pm, this was to accommodate our work schedules.
  	In between meetings I continued to research poverty statistics and inflation rates within the UK. I did this both online and at my local library. I wanted to make sure I had enough information in which to share with the group at our next meeting. I found the UK governments inflation rates as they are now (Great Britain. Treasury and Great Britain. Parliament (2013). Review of the monetary policy framework. London: Stationery Office.) I thought this would be helpful for our group as it would have given us a platform from which to grow. I think it would have been a good idea to email the rest of the group this information earlier, it may have helped them.
[bookmark: _Hlk133758207]	At our second meeting, I started a Teams meeting as the rest of the group said they were unable to. We started by checking in with each other. Asking how each of us were feeling about the task ahead of us. I felt it was important the check the emotional well being of my peers at each meeting. We all didn’t want anyone struggling both technically and emotionally. Dr Jeb Hurley wrote in a article for brainvault.com describing how one of his “Five Practices to Improve Wellbeing and Performance” was to “Build an organizational culture of wellbeing and performance”. He uses the model of employers and employees and talks about how the emotional well being of employees is just as important and the task itself. I firmly believe in this, that is why I wanted to “check in” with each of my group members at the beginning of each session. (https://www.brainwarevault.com/the-connection-between-team-performance-and-wellbeing/)
It was mentioned that one or group members were unwell and was unable to attend this meeting. I took it upon myself to record the meeting and send it to them later. I didn’t want anybody left behind with decisions that were made. I think next time I am in a group dynamic like this, I will ask if it would be ok to record all meetings, I find it would have been more useful from the beginning.
	We used our second meeting to determine who was going to create the individual parts of the video. It was agreed that I would create the middle part of the video as I was deemed “The stat man”. I was completely comfortable with this and was happy to do so. It was also agreed that the unwell member of the group would create our conclusion so they could piece together the rest of our contributions. We felt this would be better for them. A discussion was had about how we would go about creating the video itself. We were diverse on which way of making a video was the best. We all agreed to try and create the video using “PowerPoint” as that had a function to record. I had never recorded on this platform before so I tested it. I found it most useful and would certainly use it again in the future.
	In between our second and third meeting, one of the group took it upon themselves to create a separate messaging group so we could ask each other for help and advice along the way. I thought this was a fantastic idea and wished I had come up with it myself. In hindsight it has proved most useful. We messaged continuously with more ideas and advice to each other. It was an invaluable resource to have. At our third and final meeting we discussed how the video was taking shape. It was also agreed that one of our group members would be responsible for creating the video as a whole. This involved each of us emailing the individual our completed videos within the assessment guidelines. They would then take it and put it all together. I inputted that once the video was created, if they sent it to me I could make a QR code for each of us to submit. In my experience this is an easier way of uploading. The group were extremely happy with this suggestion.
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[bookmark: _Hlk133758107]	So… overall how did I find this experience? In the beginning as I said I was apprehensive. I have since realised that this was completely unfounded. The group I had were warm, empathetic and sympathetic. We were all facing the same challenge and as each meeting/message passed, a sense of camaraderie was born. If I could have done something different, I think I would have liked to have met up face to face with the group. As a case study by VW Kupritz and E Powell showed, people tend to feel more comfortable sharing certain types of information face to face rather than online (confidential and emotional for example). (Kupritz, V.W. and Cowell, E., 2011. Productive management communication: Online and face-to-face. The Journal of Business Communication (1973), 48(1), pp.54-82.)
There is something impersonal about talking online, plus I could gauge more of their feelings on everything. We all found the work tough, but we came together and helped each other. This was invaluable.
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