Promoting Community Cohesion in Our School: A discussion exercise
What does this resource contain?

The following pages each contain a paragraph outlining an issue related to schools’ promotion of community cohesion, this is followed by a number of questions to stimulate discussion. There is no logical sequence to reading or discussing the questions. It is designed for a number of small groups to each discuss a different one of the sheets and then bring their comments back to a larger group.

What is the purpose of this training activity?

This exercise is designed for use in staff meetings, in working groups, governor training sessions or on teacher days. It is intended to stimulate discussion amongst staff, governors and possibly other stakeholders. The sheets might need some editing, however, to use with students or parents as they are not specifically designed for these purposes and the language may be unsuitable for these groups. 

Please note the activity is not presented as a definitive overview of work on community cohesion, but rather to provide a number of starting points to encourage discussion. 

Aims:

To serve as a discussion activity for a school senior team, a group of governors or other stake holders (if suitably edited)

To raise awareness of different aspects of the duty to promote community cohesion

To stimulate informed discussion with a clear focus on improving the schools existing work in promoting community cohesion.

To provide an introductory activity to other work on cohesion such as planning an audit, setting up some research or action planning

Adapting the materials

For some groups it may be better to edit the initial paragraph to make it much shorter, or simply use the questions without the paragraph.

How should the materials be used?

The materials could be used in a number of ways. One way is as follows:

1. Prepare in advance by reading the materials carefully, editing as needed and selecting which sheets you wish to use. There are seven different sheets available (A TO G)
2. With the group, introduce the overall topic of discussion and clarify the time available for the exercise

3. Set up small discussion groups. The size of each group will depend on the total group size. In a small group it would be possible for individuals to have a sheet each, but greater benefits come from a discussion process in pairs or threes.

4. Give a different sheet to each group. Give all groups a time limit to discuss the sheet you give them and ask them to record their comments to feed back later.

5. Allow at least as much time for the discussion of the feedback as you allowed for the initial discussions. Each issue could generate a considerable discussion in the wider group. For this reason it may be better to restrict the number of different sheets you use with two or more groups working on the same sheet.. There is some intentional overlap between the issues raised on each sheet.

This activity could be used with the presentation “Schools and Community Cohesion’ which is available to download from this resource pack.

How well does our school promote community cohesion?      A
How does the definition of community cohesion relate to experiences in our school?

A definition of community cohesion

By community cohesion we mean working towards a society in which: 

1. there is a common vision and sense of belonging by all communities;


2. the diversity of people’s backgrounds and circumstances is appreciated and valued;


3. similar life opportunities are available to all; and


4. strong and positive relationships exist and continue to be developed in the workplace, in schools and in the wider community.

Questions.

This definition is about wider society. How well does it fit as a description of our school as a community? Which words do we need to change?

If we consider each of the four parts of the definition, is our school stronger or weaker in achieving any of these parts?

Which learning experiences in our school contribute to each of the four parts in this definition?

Which parts do we need to think more about? Why?


How well does our school promote community cohesion?     B
How can schools contribute effectively to community cohesion?

The experiences that young people have at school form a significant element of their lives and will influence their future contributions to society. Although the duty to promote community cohesion is new, schools have been working to develop a cohesive community for years. Schools also have a legal duty to promote the well-being of all their pupils. This starts through meeting the Every Child Matters (ECM) outcomes of being healthy and staying safe. Schools can influence the future cohesion of society by ensuring that they are providing an education that equips young people to be responsible citizens who make a positive contribution to society. Schools also contribute directly to the cohesion of their local areas by becoming recognised as a shared community resource by members of the local population.

Questions.

Will our pupils contribute to future community cohesion as they become adult citizens? How can they make a contribution while they are still young?
Which aspect of the description above do we do the best in this school?

How much do we know about the range of people living in our area? How do we keep this information up to date?


What could the school do better to provide a shared community resource to our local area?


How well does our school promote community cohesion?     C
How can schools prepare people to interact successfully with others who are different from them?

The mix of populations in UK communities is changing, in most cases becoming more diverse. Schooling can prepare all learners to interact successfully with others from different backgrounds throughout their lives. This is achieved when young people learn to respect others’ beliefs and attitudes, explore issues from different perspectives, work in collaboration with many different people and show fairness and consideration to others.

Questions.

How well do we ensure that learners mix, interact and work cooperatively with a wide range of others?

Do we specifically teach the skills needed to work cooperatively in teams with different people? How and when do we do this?

How well does our school promote community cohesion?     D
Do our learners experience diversity?

The promotion of community cohesion needs coherent mapping, planning and reviewing in all schools to ensure that it has an impact on all learners.  This is important whether or not the school includes a wide mix of pupils or serves a diverse community. Schools have been working to promote community cohesion for years, although they have only had a duty to promote community cohesion since September 2007. Schools will choose different priorities in planning the curriculum to ensure that learners understand the need for cohesion, even if they have not personally encountered representatives from many different groups. In some cases this will involve the school working to extend young people’s awareness of a wide range of different people who represent different beliefs, lifestyles and cultures. 

It should not be forgotten, however, that different kinds of diversity exist in every school. Schools in mono-ethnic areas may choose to include experiences of urban-rural lifestyles and cohesion between young and older people in their work on cohesion as well as investigating the diversity of family backgrounds.

Questions.

In which ways is our school population diverse? How do we measure this?


To what extent does our school population reflect the surrounding community?

In which situations can learners in our school encounter people who come from a different background to them? Are these ‘learning situations’?



How can we ensure that each pupil learns to value, and not feel threatened by, diversity?






How well does our school promote community cohesion?     E
How can our school become an increasingly cohesive community?

To meet the ECM outcome for every child to enjoy and achieve, each one must feel welcomed and feel a sense of belonging in his or her school. ECM encourages all schools to continue to improve their inclusion and equalities practice and develop personalised learning so that all learners feel that their learning needs are met, their identities are recognised and respected and they know they are welcomed, protected and valued members of the school community. In addition to this schools need to identify sources of division and conflict in or around the school and work with young people to minimise them.

Questions.

What are the main ways that a pupil gets a feeling of welcome and belonging in our school? Do any fail to develop this?
How well do we get pupils to value their identities, to express them creatively and to develop a sense of solidarity with others around them? How do we notice this happening?
What are the most effective measures that we take if we notice an individual becoming isolated?



Are we aware of particular sources of conflict or tension in our community? What is our response?





How well does our school promote community cohesion?    F
How do we prepare our pupils to exercise their rights and duties to participate?

Every Child Matters emphasises that every child should learn to make a positive contribution. It is important for citizens of all ages to express their views and contribute to change through participation. Young people’s schooling needs to give them understanding and experience of democratic processes and community participation, through, for example, effective student councils, genuine consultation processes and active citizenship projects. All young people should be able to play a full part in the life of their school, taking responsible action to bring improvements for others as well as themselves.

Questions.

What are the main opportunities in our school for young people to express their views and contribute to improvements?

How do we ensure that all learners engage in these processes and realise that their views are taken seriously?

What learning do we provide for young people to gain skills to participate effectively, either in helping in their community or in democratic consultative processes?







How well does our school promote community cohesion?    G
Does our school promote equalities and human rights?

All learners need to understand clearly that racism and religious intolerance are unacceptable. Promoting community cohesion also needs a wider recognition that divisions and frictions can occur between many different groupings in society and that prejudice can damage communities in many different ways. Achieving cohesive communities will require us to combat discrimination actively across a wide range of issues including: gender, sexual orientation, disability, age, care commitments, socio-economic status and ethnicity.   

Definitions of community cohesion go beyond issues of equal access or equal opportunities. Cohesive communities foster deeper values of belonging, awareness of common interests and a sense of empowerment and commitment to share in the collective shaping of the community’s future. 

Questions.

How do our pupils learn about equal opportunities and human rights? How do we know what they have learnt?
Are all staff actively engaged in promoting equal opportunities across the full range of discrimination issues? How are they supported in this?
Are we aware that any particular areas of discrimination or conflict pose greater problems than others in our school? What is our response?

How do we monitor our effectiveness in promoting equal opportunities?

Should we draw all equality issues together under a single policy area?



