Case Study at Ysgol y Castell

Introduction
The initial project was chosen following many discussions about the barriers to learning faced by children from socio-economic disadvantaged backgrounds.  Many pupils were not achieving their potential and attaining just below average.  There were seen to be many reasons to this pattern and following discussions with pupils, staff and parents, many felt the children were unable to ask for help when it is required and they lacked confidence.  

The two main areas identified which were impacting on pupil’s progress in class were reading, spelling and mathematics. 

Although our aim was to improve the skills of literacy and numeracy, the first aim has been a core message throughout the project:- to develop the emotional well being of pupils and ensure we develop the understanding of the importance of this.
Context

Ysgol Y Castell is situated in the small town of Kidwelly, Carmarthenshire, about nine miles to the west of Llanelli. The school serves the local community which it describes as being significantly economically or socially disadvantaged, being one of the top ten deprived wards in the county. Approximately 28% of pupils are entitled to free school meals, which is significantly above the local education authority (LEA) average (15.2%) and national average (17.5%). The school caters for pupils between three and 11 years of age. 

At the time of the project there were approximately 220 pupils in the school including 38 children in the nursery class. The main medium of teaching is English and Welsh is taught as a second language. Pupils are taught in eight single age classes from Nursery to Year 6.  There are 59 pupils with special educational needs (SEN) one of whom has a statement of educational need. Approximately 98% of pupils come from English-speaking homes, one percent of pupils come from Welsh-speaking homes and one percent come from homes which are neither English nor Welsh-speaking. Four percent of pupils are from ethnic minority groups. Two pupils are ‘looked after’ by the local authority.   

Some parents were reluctant to be part of their child’s education and as a result many pupils were passive learners and some reluctant to attend school.

The school has a free breakfast club and a strong healthy eating policy.

Raise activity

Groups of pupils were identified through the tracking procedures in the school and pupil, parent and staff discussions together with the free school meal indicators.  The school also adopts a very close home – school relationship which enables parents to come to school for advice and support.  This enables the staff to understand challenges pupils face day to day and both short and long term barriers.

Through consultation with the numeracy advisor the catch up programme was adopted.  This was planned in conjunction with the class teacher to pre-tutor the pupils and build on previous knowledge.  This enables pupils to discuss any difficulties they face in a safe environment and return to the classroom for the next numeracy lesson with the relevant skills to access the lesson. For literacy skills, it was decided to use the language builders programme together with the school phonic programme of Jolly Phonics.  This focused on developing spelling strategies and active ways of developing their skills.  Pupils were encouraged to develop resources and prompt to take into the classroom to help with their own learning.

The focus of each activity would be to ensure the pupils were in charge of their own learning and primarily of a kinaesthetic nature.  The outdoor environment was used as much as possible.  This would also include the community and whenever there was a link in the learning the community would be included. Visits to local landmarks and shops occur as much as possible.

Following a project led by our educational psychologist, we became involved with studying learning styles.  This was used as part of the project and enabled pupils to become more aware of their own strengths and what motivated them to want to learn.  Circle time was part of the activity session together with brain gym – again this was discussed with the pupils who were involved with the evaluation of the sessions and discussing the way forward.  This project was very successful and pupils made progress academically, but significantly emotionally, their attitude to learning, attendance, self esteem, motivation, social interactions and general enjoyment of school increased.

Pupils quotes:
‘I felt I was better behaved and I did it myself’

‘yes it’s helped I can have conversations’

‘it has made me confident in everything’

‘I am more focused’

‘It made me feel more happy’

Staff quotes:

‘A huge improvement in confidence and attitude, presentation and willingness to have a go, using both adult support and their own resources.’
‘They are more willing to give a task or challenge a go.’

‘They no longer seem afraid to ask.’
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During the constant evaluation of the project it was noted that the aspects addressed were successful, but of the targeted children there were still some barriers to overcome in a more detailed nature.  This was discussed with the educational psychologist and together with the school’s Higher Level Teacher Assistant, who is a qualified clinical psychologist, a plan was developed to use a model scheme from Southampton authority for Emotional Literacy with the published SEAL programme.  

Pupils were screened closely following a pupil, parent and staff questionnaire which enabled specific areas of emotional development to be focused upon.  This six week intervention would be followed by an evaluation to monitor progress made closely.

Management
The Special Educational Needs Coordinator who is part of the senior management team led the project and worked with the pupils.  This was successful as there is prior knowledge of pupils learning styles, strengths and difficulties.  Also the SENCo already works closely with parents throughout each class.  Fortnightly training sessions are led with the teaching assistants and weekly staff meetings to disseminate information, strategies and any successes or difficulties the pupils are facing back in the classroom.

Collaboration

Throughout the project it has been essential to have a constant dialogue with parents and ensuring they are aware of the pupil’s involvement and the successful strategies being used.  Parents were given clear guidance of all techniques and resources that benefit the pupils.

The pupils were the largest contributor in the project and it was through their involvement and enthusiasm that it was a success.  

The school works closely with the school nurse, educational psychologist, speech therapists, occupational therapists, advisors and basic skills agency whom have all impacted in the project and our learning environment. It’s through working closely with other professionals we have developed the relationship of supporting pupils and their families.

The Language and Play Programme and Basic Skills Agency have worked with us to allow parents to become part of their child’s learning.  Many parents have successfully taken a numeracy and literacy course sitting an exam and one parent has been nominated for an ‘Adult learner award’

Funding

To give the project the impact and profile it deserved in order to be successful the school was lucky to have the dedication of the head teacher and governors who were willing to supplement the funding in order to second the SENCo to lead, manage and work on the project.  

Impact on pupils’ learning and wellbeing
The progress of the skills targeted was measurable and significant.  Scores increased and development in their class work was noted as very pleasing.  
The emotional development was the most significant and was measured in relation to a previous baseline set by pupils, parents and staff.  All pupils and parents noted an increase in the pupils’ attitude to school, work and themselves.  Staff noted an improvement in class of ALL the pupils, being able to work together and more independently. Pupils receiving support noted that they felt able to ask questions and ask for help without feeling judged and when back in the classroom they felt more able to answer questions and felt they belonged.  

Following the emotional literacy programme, pupils have shown the ability to reflect and deal with emotions.  There is a feeling of understanding each other and personal difficulties.  Children are listening to each other and using strategies during conflict.

‘I feel…… when you…..’ instead of the previous accusations and anger.

There is one case I must draw attention to. This concerns a pupil who met all the criteria and became a part of each aspect of the project.  He was not attending school, was late when he did attend. Cried each morning and was not eating properly.  He was unable to concentrate in class and became a concern and his delay caused behavioural difficulties to develop. It took a lot of encouragement and perseverance but the result at the end of the project was outstanding.  This pupil was competing at county championship level in athletics.  Attendance was above 96% and no cases of lateness.  He was smiling each day and enjoying his school experience.  Through his increase in self esteem and the healthy school initiatives he also developed a taste for a wider range of foods.
Impact on school’s capacity to meet the needs of disadvantaged pupils 
The project brought to everyone’s attention the barriers to learning children from socio economic disadvantaged homes.  Whereas previously many educators have felt their job is to teach the children, the research and knowledge gained from the RAISE project has enabled discussion and professional development as a school to enable all staff to understand and support pupils effectively.
Innovation for the future
It is vital that the tools used during the project are integrated into the daily lessons and classrooms.  The outdoor environment is vital to make meaning to learning and pupils are the core of this.  Both parents and pupils are a vital part of the planning and reflecting on learning.  We continue to develop all staff’s knowledge of learning styles to meet the needs of all our pupils and ensure that we encourage pupils to work in groups to allow them to feel safe and secure as part of their daily learning journey.
The emotional literacy project needs to continue to support all the children and our next step is to train all the staff in the school to feel empowered to work with all the children in the classroom and embed emotional literacy in the creative curriculum.
What we have learned as a school
We have been able to take risks and work extensively with targeted children to evaluate the impact of published programmes and using our environment to bring learning to life.
Advice for others

The message I feel would benefit others is to never underestimate your pupils and parents.  We need to bridge the gap between home and school.  Many barriers have been from previous experiences and it is up to us to provide positive ones.  Take the risks and make each day’s journey as exciting as possible with the core message based around working together and what we CAN do.
	Analysis of key areas of RAISE activity

	Please insert a tick (or Y) in the column on the RHS to show which of the following areas have been covered by your RAISE project.  

	(

	Motivation and engagement
	

	· Alternative curricula and vocational learning


	e.g. (

	· Curriculum enrichment and extended learning


	Y

	· Improving own learning (learning styles and thinking skills)


	Y

	· Supporting disadvantaged pupils at transition


	

	Tackling the impact of disadvantage on pupil progress


	

	· Monitoring pupil progress: early intervention and support

	

	· Language development: speaking and listening


	Y

	· Accelerated learning in literacy and numeracy 


	

	· Reducing exclusion: ‘learning beyond the classroom’

	

	Partnership with parents and community


	

	· Compensating for home learning environment


	

	· Improving attendance and punctuality


	Y

	· Engaging families in children’s learning


	

	· Strengthening multi-agency and community approaches

	

	Social and emotional development


	

	· Emotional/behavioural development


	Y

	· Establishing nurture groups and nurturing ethos


	

	· Counselling, coaching and mentoring techniques


	

	· Raising aspirations of pupils


	Y


