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The presentation of an argument and its reflective development following a colleagues input on a proposed change to one aspect of our infant schools practice.
Simple Praxis.
“Simple”

“Making the simple complicated is commonplace; making the complicated simple, awesomely simple, that's creativity
.”

Charles Mingus, Jazz musician.d

“Praxis”

“Action that is informed (and linked to certain values) and leads to a process that can be seen as enhancing community and building social capital.”

Freire, P. (1972)   

Simple Praxis.

Leadbetter,C (2010) observes that the vantage point from which we are positioned before we begin thinking about reforming our own educational provision, determines the questions we ask and ultimately influences the decisions we make.

This idea of personal vantage point relates directly my proposal of change for our infant school. 
As
 a child I grew up in what others would describe as a deprived urban community. In terms of classification, both many of my friends and myself  would have been viewed as  disadvantaged children, receiving free school meals, from broken homes, with single parents receiving income support. However, as a child, I also remember how involved both my own mother and friends parents were in supporting our local primary school, in recollection, how the whole community drew upon its social capital to support each other. When looking back from my new vantage point, I can identify how the playgroups, library services, local community centre and sports clubs located in my childhood community all played a vital role in supporting my development as a child, how these many various groups supported my family, how I was able as a child and young adult to find within my community constant sources of support and inspiration. 
It is my intention to use this study to explore my own vantage point, how, in my opinion; our school needs to reexamine the ways in which we both support and engage with our lower income families and the ways in which we utilise our location and community’s social capital. 

To define social capital, I have chosen to adopt the following definition cited in research conducted by The World Bank, (1998) with social capital being identified as:

“
Family, community and state involvement that helps to increase the relevance and quality of education by improving ownership, building consensus, reaching remote and disadvantaged groups, mobilizing additional resources, and strengthening institutional capacity.

 (Francis et al. 1998, Colleta and Perkins 1995, in, www.go.worldbank.org/MVEQY44ZO0.)
In this proposal I am not assuming that all children from lower income families attending our infant school are at risk of failing to reach their full potential, and that all lower income families are not accessing what both our locality and community provide. I am using this opportunity provided by the study to explore a possible need for change, influenced by my personal vantage point. 

In the most recent projects I have been involved in
, which looked at providing a limited number of children from low income families with hand held technology resources to improve their attendance and families’ engagement in school life, both projects had the word, “disadvantaged” embedded within the title or opening paragraphs. It is my view that as a school we can on occasion attribute the cause of low attainment or slower rates of progress to the sole consideration that the child comes from a low income family, one in which the child receives free school meals, therefore, a disadvantaged family. It is my view that this identification then predominantly sparks innovative projects that look to provide alternatives to the child’s current life experiences, rather than an understanding of values these families could bring to our school and the real issue of how we can provide resources that these families perhaps find difficult to own or access, for example the use of innovative technology, or a wider range of high quality learning resources.
 It is also my view that this is not just an issue within our school, but an almost nationally accepted generalisation. When exploring the policy history of urban schooling within the UK, Pratt-Adams, Maguire and Burn (2010) relate government approach to policy as an approach that looks to solve a problem, the urban lower income family. In their view, policy seems to be designed in view to dealing with the problem of the urban lower income family, the family itself being seen as the problem, not the unjust structural relations 
present in the community, with the wealthy being mobile, therefore more able to access resources needed to support their family, invest in out of school tutoring, drama, sports clubs, holiday clubs and ultimately including a families ability to move to the catchment areas of the schools perceived as most  successful due to their published attainment scores, locations, or past reputations.
  
Pratt-Adams, Maguire and Burn (2010) suggest that urban schools need to sustain additional resources in order to create and sustain a buffer against the wider social and economic conditions 
that may be limiting chances of success for some children.

 It is also Pratt- Adams, Maguire and Burn (2010) view that this problem is compounded by the curriculum and pedagogy of a system that devalues and disregards what children from lower income families bring to school with them. 
While I understand that it is critically important to identify and support children and families who face disadvantage in terms of social and economic well being, and to challenge the structures causing them, it is also my view that it is as equally important to explore how as a school we can value the cultural dimensions of an urban community, as Melhurst (2004) in Pratt-Adams, Maguire and Burn (2010)   writes, “Appreciate it richness, ambivalences, excitement, dreams and desires that are wrapped up with living in the city” and how these can make an appreciable contribution to the curriculum and pedagogy underlining the learning experiences we offer as a school
. 
 From my vantage point, I have witnessed when involved in reviewing some of the low progress and attainment scores recorded by children from lower income backgrounds, how this group is viewed by some members of our senior management team as being “statistical insignificant”. 
The projects I designed, which provided a limited number of children from low income families the ownership of hand held technology resources to motivate an improvement in their attendance and families’ engagement in school life, resulted in both the focus children’s 21.5%   level of weekly absence and 4.5% weekly levels of recorded lateness reducing to 0% and made a significant impacts upon their reading attainment, bringing it above their peers average attainment scores. However, this project has not yet been universally acknowledged or viewed as successful in our school, by all team members, despite its seemingly proven success. Some of my peers have continued to express opinions that ultimately the project will not continue to succeed due these children’s families, “failure to support their children…parent’s failure to engage with school life, or their lack of real ambition for their children.”
At no point in these conversations has it been accepted that perhaps we are failing to appreciate or understand the values and issues these families bring to our school, viewing them as only a very small group amongst our community, unintentionally alienating them from our desired engagement in school life, or that projects such as  the providing of hand held technologies for children to use at home, resources our lower income families can not access, should become priorities given there proven successes.  
Education provision is becoming ever increasingly a more competitive experience. A game,
 pronounced as fair because all have access to it, access to our national curriculum, children centres and schools. 

It is my view that as a system, primary education favours those families with both affluent social and economic backgrounds. These families inherently know how the system works, how to play the game and most importantly have the funds to invest in technology, resources and have the family and friendship connections to find support when it is needed. It can be argued that those who are more affluent can more easily improve their life chances of success.
I believe that as a school we need to continue exploring our location, to examine how we can maximise the social capital of our community and the public resources embedded within its location.  To make the game fairer, to use our school and its staff as a model, modelling to our families how they can access a wide range of resources located within our locality. By doing this we could provide for our lower income families the support systems they need to access regularly the resources and social learning experiences which will ultimately help them and their children, “author there own lives and self resource” Melhurst (2010) in Pratt-Adams, Maguire and Burn (2010)   
In my experience, official advice from government and local authority on improving school ethos is often functionalist, a means to an end to improving test results, statistics, online data, it is my view that genuine concern would require us to think more about how we might really enrich children’s lives, or as Melhurst, (2010) in Pratt-Adams, Maguire and Burn (2010), puts it, how, “We must find a way for schools to become crucibles of change.”
Many of my thoughts behind this study have been inspired by Freire, P. (1972) and will look to stimulate “Praxis.” 

“Action that is informed (and linked to certain values) and leads to a process that can be seen as enhancing community and building social capital.”
Freire, P. (1972)   

  I want to ensure that my intended changes to our provision do not receive similar criticisms as those opposing Freire. P (1972)   most notably the tendency to turn everyday situations into over analysed pedagogical statements, romanticised views of how families could quite easily overcome disadvantage by simply through engaging in social, informal learning
.
It is my intention to ensure that I remain realistic and do not become distracted by “romantised’” ideals or over nostalgic memories of the community I grew up in.
Mauer.R (1996) views that, “Only about one-third of all organizational changes are worth the effort. Most die, go way over budget and time, or get implemented in a weak watered down version. Research indicates that resistance to change is a major reason why changes fail.” 

For this proposal to work and for me to challenge resistance to change, it is my view that I need to display the characteristics and leadership skills described by Ryan.W (2008) when discussing “The inside out school leader”, 
“ …leadership derived from a strong moral sense to meet the needs of the school community. Inside out leaders are defined by a moral purpose, goal, visualise the successful outcome, act proactively and create opportunities with the right people, anticipate positive responses, are bold and imaginative in their approach to reach people and make progress, excited about inevitable success. Above all else they display a passion to make a lasting difference to school and its community, driven by fact they have a deep passion for the school and community they serve, a moral purpose
.” 
It is my view that this proposal has a very real moral purpose, one that may challenge the way in which certain members of our team view the contributions that lower income families
 can make to our school, not just viewing them as a problem. To develop our provision so that we better incorporate/appreciate the range of values that our lower income families bring to our school and look to provide ways of supporting those who due to their lower income cannot always access the resources they need to support their children’s learning.
 After receiving some reflective commentary from a colleague, I became aware of just how difficult it was to articulate to my colleague what my proposal would actually look like, in terms of the real changes I wanted to see happen in our practice.  In responding to my colleague’s question of, “What will actually physically change in school?” I have taken initial inspiration from Charles Mingus, The legendary jazz musician, who said
:

 “Making the simple complicated is commonplace; making the complicated simple, awesomely simple, that's creativity
.”
(http://mingusmingusmingus.com/)
In Learning from the Extremes, Leadbeater,C  and Wong,A. (2010)  identify how schools are not the only, nor necessarily the most important, place where children learn, observing how children learn first in their homes, families, and communities, Leadbetter, C (2010)  identifies how a child’s home background crucially affects their capacity and resources for learning, with the first three years of a child’s life helping to shape their later development.
Significant to this study, Leadbeater,C  and Wong,A. (2010)   observe that while,
“Poverty makes that kind of parenting more difficult. A child’s ability to learn is affected by their sense of social and emotional well-being. Parental support and encouragement is vital once they attend school, to deepen and extend what they learn. Sibling and peer role models can play a critical role in shaping attitudes towards learning. That is why schools need to be supplemented with initiatives to promote learning in families, at home, and in communities.”
Leadbeater,C , Wong,A. (2010) : www.cisco.com/web/about/citizenship/socio-economic/docs/learningfromtheextremes_whitepaper.pdf (source accessed: 30/07/2011)
These observations are further supported by a piece of research conducted by The World Bank, (1998):
“The study of Indochinese families in low-income areas of five US cities linked the average and above-average performance of children to parental promotion of education outside of school. These parents read to their children regularly and establish times and locations (Libraries) for homework preparation”

 (Caplan, Choy and Whitmore 1992, Hogan 1998, www.go.worldbank.org/MVEQY44ZO0).

In making my proposal simple, I intend to explore how in partnership with the local library we can promote this newly refurbished and technologically enhanced centre as a resource that lower income families within our community can use as a place to regularly access technology, learning resources and use as an additional place to receive support and direction in improving their abilities to promote their own children’s learning.

 I understand that if I were to base my argument for change solely on the messages drawn from these “Learning from the Extremes” studies, I may face challenges from colleagues, my critical friend commenting: 

“That these projects relate only to other schools in really different locations, other countries, of extreme poverty and social challenge… our location is “not as bad.”  
While I accept the observation made that the, “Learning from the Extremes” project was a global study, and its innovations may in parts be difficult to apply to our setting, I want to retain in this proposal the process of looking at how we use the lessons from these studies and apply them to our school, how we equally transform our institution so that it can benefit all the families that make up our community.

“…when we ask the question of where in the world do we find the best educational innovation, the answer in the past ten years has been Finland… …so we  admire their success but struggle to bring the lessons back to our own school… …it is my opinion that the best models of education innovation lie else where… in places like Monkey Hill, Rio… …radical innovation in education often comes from places of huge needs, unmeet demands and not enough resources to provide high tech, high labour resources that only come with a the required professional personal and budget for such grand scale projects to succeed.” 

Leadbetter,C. 2010 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6x8tA4RBog 
The innovation developed in Monkey hill, was to renovate the town’s library, equipping it with a range of technology based learning resources. The impact was significant, young boys actively choosing to visit the library rather than engage in local gang violence. The research conducted by Caplan, Choy and Whitmore (1992) and Hogan (1998) for The World Bank, also highlighted the use of local Libraries as locations ideally suited to developing established meeting places for families to share social learning experiences.
 This projects proposal to actively promote the newly renovated local library as a family learning centre in which children from lower income families can access state of the art technology and high quality learning resources is, in my view, not too distant from the ideas behind the innovations in Monkey Hill, Rio.
In an attempt to further relate the messages from, “Learning from the Extremes” to my proposal and school; I have researched 
 how the environment in which the young child develops supports the child’s capacity to learn, in purely biological terms. In doing this it is my intention to focus my argument for change away from discussions of how we might define our community’s social/economic profile, away from arguments over our current process of identifying and labelling families as disadvantaged, counter arguments that we have tried to engage lower income families, or suggestions that projects conducted over seas would not work here in east London, and back toward issues that impact upon a child’s learning capacity and their families capacity to support this learning away from formal school experiences.
Black, et.al (2010) in, Bransford,J et al (2000) discusses how the emergence of the use of neuroscience to explore brain activity provides us as educationalists with scientific evidence to support or discredit some of our followed learning pedagogies. Throughout this text it is considered
 how neuroscience has provided an expansion of knowledge relating to human learning, and significant to this study, how a child’s experience and exploration of their environment impacts upon their learning capacity.
Black, et al (2010) in, Bransford,J et al (2000)  describes how neurological research has proven that animals raised in enriching and complex environments have a greater volume of capillaries per nerve cell, a greater supply of blood to the brain and an overall increased quality of brain functioning. This research was conducted using astrocytes, cells that support neuron functioning by providing nutrients and removing waste from the brain, as a point of index. The research concluded that there was a significantly higher amount of astrocytes found within the animals living within a complex environment, compared to those animals living in caged conditions.  

This research evidence orchestrated an emerging pattern, an increased capacity of the brain to function more effectively depends upon the complexity of the environment in which the animal lived.  Black, etal (2010) in, Bransford,J et al (2000) research further observed that the interactive presence of a social group of animals engaged in direct contact with a complex environment seemed to be one of the most important factors impacting upon the gross structure of their cerebral cortex, that their ability to learn was dependent upon being exposed to a complex environment which provided opportunities to learn within a social context.
In my view, this significantly relates to my study. While no one child in our school lives in complete isolation, in a empty flat, many of our children from lower income families do live in one bedroom flats,
 in a limited home learning environment with no access to technology, few toys, parents working long hours with the child isolated from social learning experiences outside of those they receive from school. This view has been drawn from evidence witnessed during home visits.
Black, et al (2010) in, Bransford,J et al (2000) research proved that animals from complex environments, engaged in social learning opportunities had 20 to 25 % more synapse nerve cells in their visual cortex, increasing their brain functioning capacity to learn. This research is further supported by the studies of Turner and Greenough, (1985) and Beaulieu and Colonnier (1987) in, Bransford,J et al (2000)  who all drew the same conclusion, animals living in complex environments with the opportunity to engage in social learning experiences have higher brain functioning qualities and more capacity to learn.

 Furthermore, their
 studies all agreed that  humans have an effective biological blue print or capacity to learn, but our successes depends upon the quality of the social experiences, environments and interactions we receive. 

It could be argued that the relevance of evidence developed through such scientific experiments in supporting this study is limited due the fact that the study compared two sets of animals, one living in a complex and enriching environment and one set living in complete social isolation, in an empty cage. These conditions simply do not exist when thinking about our children, no child in our community lives in complete isolation, so how could a comparison be drawn between these studies and my intention to explore how we can promote the newly refurbished and technologically enhanced library as a resource to support our lower income families?

This was a point raised by a colleague with whom I shared my ideas. She commented that, 

“While neuroscience provides evidence to support theories, in my view, such evidence is both irrelevant and off putting… …when reading your proposal I felt motivated to engage with the project as a result of your reflections and personal views, whereas, the use of neuroscience to support this study was less of a motivational factor and was less likely to motivate a change in my practice… …I was motivated by your own reflections but put off by the science.” 

After sharing this discussion with my colleague, I realised that while I feel that the link between neuroscience research evidence and my proposal is important, if the proposal for change I am arguing for has any chance of becoming a reality; its ideas need to be communicated in such a way that colleagues can share in the story I am trying to tell and not be baffled by outcomes of neurological science
. 

Harris, (2000, p74) identifies that a practitioner instigating change needs to:

“Establish two identifiable roles as the agent of change. First, the individual needs to communicate a clear understanding of the content of the innovation and personal belief in its worth, secondly they need to have the ability to facilitate the change.”
This view relates to my learning from previous attempts at addressing this issue and success will ultimately depend on my ability to influence colleagues, to: 

“Envisage a new social condition and to communicate this vision to followers. The leader inspires and transforms individual followers from higher level of morality that make the promise of reward unnecessary…...seeking to support teachers in understanding the transformation process…enhancing their capability to contribute towards the intended goal.”

Bush and Glover, (2003) in Berkowitz, P (2004).
From my vantage point, I remember how as a child my Grandfather always took both my friends and me to our local library every weekend, without fail. How, despite their being a limited reading culture amongst our parents, as youngsters growing up in a challenging area we would seek refuge within the library, use the building as a place to meet, talk, socialise and eventually study and learn. Our library was extremely accessible, always open, welcoming and filled with images that reflected my working class culture, posters of football teams, pop stars, cartoon characters, graphic novels, Marvel super heroes.
The library became our alternative place to learn, the place my Granddad could take me to support my development independently away from formal schooling. 
Some may argue that we already have a partnership with our library.
Each class in our school only gets to officially visit the local library twice a year, and more significantly, since the libraries reopening, only two classes have actually visited the library.

 In comparison to my childhood reflections, only 13% of my class and no more than 20% on average of any other classes within our school actually participate in any of the libraries events or informal family learning time at the library.  (This data was recorded following a research project designed and conducted in our school by The Institute of Education.)
This recollection and comparison, provided for my colleague acting as a critical friend the injection of motivation she lost while discussing the neuroscience and instantly returned our discussions back to how we could promote the newly refurbished and technologically enhanced library as a resource that lower income families within our community can use as a place to access technology, learning resources and as a place to receive support and direction in improving their abilities to promote their own children’s learning away from school.
 While I appreciate that the sharing of narrative reflection and personal recollections seems to provide a motivational tool for getting my colleagues engaged in the ideas of this proposal, if this proposal is to become a reality, it will need to be supported by more than just personal recollections when being presented to our senior leadership team and governing body.
In increasing the argument for the actual realisation of my proposal, I have used my understanding of Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) Learning pedagogy to support my ideas. 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological theory of child development identifies how as human beings we cannot develop in isolation and how as children we need to be engaged in a range of complex relationships between family, school and the wider community if we are to increase our capacity to learn. 

It is my view that Bronfenbrenner’s theory published in 1977 relates closely to the recent discoveries being made in neuroscience, providing my proposal with a more assessable pedagogy that will also share the messages discovered by Black et al (2010) in, Bransford,J et al (2000)  .

 Bronfenbrenner, U. (1977) identifies how as children and humans we have a specific biological make up that helps us create personality and learning capacity. That this biological blue print is influenced by in our early stages by the nurturing of parents our, “microsystem” period of our development. 
Bronfenbrenner, U. (1977) observes that the next influence upon a children’s development following the nurturing they receive from a parent is the experiences a child draws from its environment, our “mesosystem”.  This “mesosystem” relates to the experiences the family provide for the child from the ages of 2 to 4, experiences that evolve the nature of the child’s ability to learn and develop by their interaction with a wider nurturing community. Influences provided by extended family, religion and school.
 While I would argue that the identification of a “mesosystem” stage of development clearly links to the ideas behind this proposal, it is my view that Bronfenbrenner’s (1997) identification of an “Exosystem” stage of development, occurring between the ages of 5 and 11 years has an even more significant link to the thoughts I have presented in this study. 
The “Exosystem” is a point in child development, in which the child evolves the concept of themselves in relation to the interactions and environments they engage with outside of their direct experiences. It is the moment of development in which we look to make sense of our world by comparing our direct, close experiences to distant comparisons, where we become influenced by friends and community, the point at which we begin constructing our learning and capacity to learn by comparing our experiences of the world directly around us to experiences we encounter of unfamiliar places and events. In relating this stage back to the findings outlined by neuroscience research, the point at which we learn by becoming engaged in complex environments in which social, informal learning occurs.
Being reminded of what Charles Mingus said about making the complicated simple, it is my view that Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) theory, especially the identification of an, “Exosystem” provides a creditable and valid piece of supporting literature backing my proposal to explore ways in which we can promote the newly refurbished and technologically enhanced library as a place where these families and children can construct their own capacities to self resource and learn, regularly, in a social, complex environment.
 I understand that I have only used one theory of child development to support my proposal, and some may argue that Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) theory takes to much account of ecological factors influencing learning over biological and in itself outlines ideal environments for learning more stereotypically attributed to those in which children from more affluent families experience life. This model was not only selected because, being honest, it related closely to the ethos of this proposal, but according to Howard, S (p 39-40,2010) in Palaiologou,I (2010)
“… in itself it encompasses many of the thoughts shared by others. By Piaget, (1951) with the, “Mircosystem” relating to his observations on stages of cognitive development, while the “Macrosystems” and “Exosystems” outlined in Bronfenbrenner’s (1997) theory relate directly to the thoughts of humanist and behaviourist models of learning which place a great emphasis on the influence of environments and social interaction, notably relating to the theories of Vygotsky (1978).”
Using this one theory allows me to expand my thoughts, when in conversation with others, across a broad balance of pedagogy in a succinct way. 
It is my view that the theory provided by Bronfenbrenner,U. (1977) effectively supports the research findings provided by neuroscience and possibly the romantic memories of my childhood, the three views being quite complimentary of each other and supportive of the changes I endeavour to implement in my school.

The ideas developed by Friere,P. (1972) have had a significant influence on this proposal. One key aspect of his pedagogy was his emphasis on dialogue, especially when considering the educating of children outside of the school. Freire, P (1972) was able to take the discussion around the importance of dialogue on several steps with his insistence that dialogue involves respect. It should not involve one person acting on another, but rather people working with each other. 
Dialogue and the opportunity to simply share thoughts and respect the critical advice of others has been influential in shaping this proposal, and in my view should therefore be a significant part of its outcome.
I have concerns that my proposal to use the library as an alternative place to develop learning dialogue may be seen as simply moving issues faced by some lower income families in our community onto the Library service, but, I would argue that by placing an emphasis on developing our ability to promote the local library in partnership with the services we provide, and to motivate families into using it as a place to develop a real social learning environment, it is my view that we would also be actively constructing a place for real dialogue between families to exist, outside of our school, offering a genuinely shared ownership of the projects success to the families engaging in it, achieving in a simple way, collaborative Praxis.
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