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The Lessons of RAISE:

Exploring Aspects of Community Schooling

Setting the tone for RAISE, one of the key messages is that this was always conceived as a time-limited programme.  It was to be a pump priming programme, in order to focus specifically on the attainment gap.  The intention was to look at new ways of doing things within and around schools to improve the achievement of children who are getting left behind because of their social circumstances and the deprivation factors that they encounter. As a pump priming programme, the whole purpose is to look at new ways of doing things so that they can then be mainstreamed.  One of the big messages for us is that, particularly now at a time when we know that budgets are getting tighter and tighter, it’s really important to use our mainstream funding in smarter ways to get the outcomes that we really want for all children; and that means actually rethinking the way we do things: restructuring, re-engineering our processes so that they target more effectively and produce better outcomes. 

Over the last few months at the Assembly Government, things have been very much firming up, with the important appointment of a dedicated Children’s Minister, with a very specific brief to tackle child poverty and look at the whole range of policies that we have in place that are intended to tackle child poverty.  His role is to put some real beef behind the Assembly Government’s commitment to tackle child poverty.
Building on the recent Children and Families measure, we’re about to publish a strategy to take us forward. Now, in terms of making that work we need to look at a whole range of things. For example, yesterday there was a very interesting presentation (which hopefully we’ll be able to share with you in due course) about children in need. The Children in Need census, which local authorities conducted and which will be done again this year but on a much more individualised basis, has highlighted the immense gap between children who have been referred to social services, and are seen to be either at risk or in particular need, and the main bulk of children. In many ways, children in need (there are at present about 25,000 children in that category in Wales) are actually faring worse in terms of educational outcomes than Looked After Children (until you get to GCSE, when there’s very little difference in it).  To put that in context, the main results for GCSE are about 55-56% getting 5 A*-C; for Looked After Children it’s 9%, for Children in Need (a much larger group) it’s 11%.  It’s those children in need who we really do need to be continuing to target in terms of improving their outcomes. 55% of Children in Need are entitled to free school meals.  So, the link between the range of factors that mean that a child is in need and poverty is very, very big. 
I guess none of that is new to you at all but certainly what it has highlighted for us, looking at the analysis, is the importance of the programmes that we are embarked on; and also the importance of families.  You can’t tackle children’s needs without tackling families’ needs. This highlights the need for us to be much more joined up around intervention with families that are struggling, about the services that parents get that actually impact on the children. Drugs, alcohol, domestic violence, mental health needs, poor housing, anti-social behaviour and poor educational attainment in the parents are all part of the problem for the children.  So, we do need to tackle those issues in the round.

This brings me to the main way in which we need to tackle that at the local level, which is through the Children and Young People’s Partnerships, and the importance of schools being part of those partnerships and being around the table with the other partners. Schools are not islands; they work as part of a wider system to support children and young people.  So, the importance of the partnership working and the partnership plans is growing.  In fact, we are about to update the guidance on the Children and Young People’s Partnerships by making it quite clearer in terms of the national priorities that we are seeking to address.
Effectively, we are seeking to address child poverty as the main overriding priority. In addition, we have identified six other areas that actually contribute to that but we know we have to adopt as national priorities. Ministers have already adopted those as national priorities and they will be written into the guidance for the CYP plans.  Those six priorities are: first of all, educational underachievement; secondly, CAMHS (mentally health and emotional health); thirdly, children with disabilities and additional learning needs; fourthly, the support for families that I’ve already mentioned; fifthly, support for young people who are not in education, employment or training and the whole youth unemployment issue; and sixthly, inter-agency support for child protection. Those six priorities will be written into our Children and Young People’s planning processes as from next year.  As I have mentioned, we’re beefing up and revising the guidance as we speak.
It’s also important to know that, in each of those areas, we actually need a very clear concept of what the services are that tackle those issues.  It’s a range of universal services, such as: universal schooling, universal health care, housing, specialist services (and we all know that a number of children do need various specialist services).  However, in the middle, the targeted preventative and early intervention services, which typically need a joined up approach with a number of different agencies working together, working around the school, working around the child, working around the family, and the school as part of that process. Historically, it’s those middle services (the preventative, the targeted services) that tend to lose out in the bid for cash.  They also tend to be the most fragmented, if we don’t get smart in terms of looking at things from the customers’ perspective rather than from our services’ perspective. So, we are trying to rethink the way in which everybody does service delivery, rethink it in terms of starting from the child, starting from the family and building out from that rather than trying  to expect our children and our parents to fit into our service boxes. Rather than referring people on to the next agency and kind of washing your hands of it by saying ‘Well, they can deal with it now’ and finding it bounced back again (which is typically what has happened, particularly with social services, with health, and to a certain extent with other services, the police and so on), you actually don’t do that any more.  You work as a partnership and say that we care for all of the children and are concerned about all of our families.  We need to make sure that the range of services provided actually integrate effectively and that they are designed around children and families’ needs rather than expecting them to fit into our boxes. 
This is a rethink of the way that we do things that is all about mainstreaming new approaches.  That’s why the RAISE programme has been so important over the last three years and why today’s workshops are so important in terms of drawing out some of the key lessons that have been learnt at local level around doing this differently so that we can then mainstream them. I want to see us putting in place a regime that says ‘adopt or justify’. If you see good practice and it’s working – and the outcomes are better and distinctively better than what we had before, isn’t that something that everybody ought to be doing.  Yes, adapt it to the local context.  We know that it’s not a one-size-fits-all approach, but there are ways of doing things that are clearly better than other ways.  So, if we’re not going to do it in a way that has clearly been seen to work, we need to justify why we’re doing it in a different way.  We need to be able to stand up and say that we’re going to get as good outcomes from our way of doing things as from a way that has actually been proven by the data to work well.’
So, we are moving into that kind of regime where we’re actually being a lot sharper in saying these are the things that really need to be in place.  We’re serious about this. For a long time, grant project work seemed to be something tagged on the end, ‘Oh we’ll do something extra, a bit of project money, and so we’ll experiment with new approaches.’ Great!  Fantastic!  That is alright, until you get to the point where the project money disappears and you have to rethink how you’re doing services.  Have our core services changed as a result of projects like RAISE? If they haven’t, then they need to change fast so that we’re actually getting into the right kind of zone. 
The Rights to Action and our seven core aims is basically what we’re about and that’s our starting point for entitlement, as are the overarching objectives for the RAISE programme: targeting disadvantaged pupils to raise the levels of their performance. We need to continue this ethos into the future because we are most concerned about those children: linking up the strategies, making sure they all interrelate. (I’m very pleased that Alma is here to lead us through some very exciting work that she is involved in, which again we’re seeking to mainstream across Wales).
We have our data, we know where we stand. Our data sets are actually quite well differentiated: through international comparison, through the Estyn Inspections and through the analysis of where we lie in relation to poverty. Those data are getting sharper and firmer, year on year. It’s very important that we use that data at local level through the families of schools work and through local CYP processes. 

There are a number of different aspects to the RAISE programme, all interrelated. It’s a big planning exercise of course to do this right, but it’s very similar in that the School Effectiveness Framework programme has a number of related aspects, some of which are the same as for the RAISE programme. 
You’d expect them to be.  If school effectiveness is anything, it’s actually about ensuring that every child succeeds.  It’s about raising the bar and closing the gap.
The Community Focused Schools, the Ysgolion Bro programme, is also so important.  Our vision is for every school to become a community focused school and it’s not about the money.  You can’t simply say, ‘I’ve given you some money, so you’re a community focussed school.’ It’s about attitude.  It’s about turning a school inside out so that it becomes part of its community.  It’s about the school at the heart of the community and being integral to everything else. The links between the programmes are so, so interrelated.  If we get the links right, we should have strategies that do actually work. 
Finishing off then, the Children and Families measure gives us our legal underpinning, the legislative underpinning for what we’re trying to do.  The trick is now to do it well and to do it in a genuinely joined up way. The good news is that you have a minister saying that – and wanting to do that – who will be pushing that agenda forward at a national level to support the work that you are doing at a grass roots level. 

Diolch yn fawr.

