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‘Most schools will have had experience of families that appear (in the eyes of the schools at least) to be persistently refusing to engage, or who may even engage in an inappropriate or aggressive way. Developing a working relationship in these cases is more challenging for schools, and yet schools have most to gain with precisely these families’ (WG, 2016, p.29).
Referring to Theme 3, Resource 3 of the Toolkit: Welcoming families to engage with the schools; FaCE the challenge together: Family and community engagement toolkit for schools in Wales, critically explore how increased parental engagement can help to overcome barriers to inclusion (WG, 2016).
This assignment will critically explore the barriers to parental engagement in schools and from this, look at the most effective ways in which schools can welcome families, as well as the potential benefits of strengthening school-to-home communication. Moreover, it will analyse how the family and community engagement (FaCE) toolkit, as well as other relevant policies, can develop and evolve parental engagement, and reflect on the impact that these policies have had on inclusive practice in educational environments.
Parental engagement is defined as ‘active and meaningful involvement in children’s learning, which can take place in early learning and childcare settings, schools, the community, through family learning and learning at home.’ Goodall and Montgomery (2014)
The Welsh Government (WG) created the FaCE toolkit with the aim of providing practical support for schools in Wales, to help them develop and strengthen their approach to engaging with families (WG, 2016). As well as the FaCE toolkit, there are also other policies that outline the importance of building stronger parental involvement systems in schools, in order to increase children’s development. 
One example being Wales’ statutory ‘Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal Act’ (2018), which has replaced previous legislation surrounding special educational needs (SEN), with the recognition that the old special educational needs (SEN) model is ‘no longer fit for purpose.’ (Dauncey, p1, 2018). According to the WG, this revised framework aims to support all children and young people up to the age of twenty-five, who are identified as having an additional learning need (ALN). Moreover, section 6 of the act outlines the duty ‘to involve and support children, their parents and young people at the centre of the decisions taken.’ This will ultimately enable parents to participate, as well as value their views, wishes and feelings, surrounding their child. 
In addition to the above, the Salamanca Statement (1994), issued by The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), was published over twenty years ago with the aim of ensuring that education for all, really does mean ‘for all’, including those with ALN. Despite it being written almost three decades ago, the statement still recognised the importance of ‘parent partnership.’ It highlights that a more co-operative and supportive partnership between schools and parents should be developed, with parents being seen as ‘active partners in decision making.’
According to Harris and Goodall (p70, 2007), ‘parental engagement in children’s learning makes a difference; it is the most powerful school improvement lever we have.’ Yet, there is still the question, of why schools are not able to effectively communicate with families, and possible reasons for this are explored below.
Firstly, some parents or carers may have had previous negative experiences of education which could have a knock-on effect on how they involve themselves in the education of their children. For instance, many adults may choose to detach themselves from their child’s education because of fear or insecurities surrounding the school system, or as opposed to this, other parents may actively criticise schooling, thus transferring their own negative feelings of education onto their children. These critical parents may be unemployed, or in a job that they feel their education or lack of, held no real importance. Consequently, they may not value education and pass on these same disbeliefs to their own children, which could potentially create a cycle of unemployment, and even poverty. 
More so, some families may not feel confidence enough to involve themselves with schools or may not even know that they can. Again, this can come from adults past adverse experiences or lack of communication from schools themselves. This is especially evident when children move up to secondary school, with parental involvement tending to decrease due to a number of different internal and external factors. Boyd (2005) believes that one of the main reasons for this decline in parental involvement is the physical change in building, criticising that many parents associate the larger secondary school with a lack of community. He also suggests that some secondary schools increased security measures create a less welcoming environment, with it being less common for parents to be invited into the classroom and almost unheard of for parents to escort their child into school. However, Hill and Tyson (2009) criticises the secondary school structure, stating that there are more school-based opportunities within primary schools in which parents can take part in, for instance, class visits and voluntary work, thus increasing parental interaction with teachers. Wolvek (2011) disagrees, and instead says that the shift in parental involvement from primary to secondary is purely down to an adolescent’s growing need for autonomy. He suggests that when a child begins to develop their own independence, they tend to push away from their parents and reject any help or involvement. 
Furthermore, there can be many other barriers that affect how well families engage with schools, especially if they are ones surrounding additional learning needs (ALN). The Welsh Government (WG) (p8, 2016) further emphasises the challenges faced when engaging with families who have ALN, by stating that schools rarely find engagement to be a level playing field, with some families interacting more than others, and this being especially evident with parents or carers who themselves have ALN. These parents may not have the appropriate social skills to use when communicating with schools, which could potentially make engagement more challenging.
Mental health is another significant obstacle to parental engagement, whether the issues lie with the parents, a family member or the child themselves. Families come in all different shapes and sizes, with separation and new partners sometimes entering the picture. The WG highlights this by saying that parents ‘may be overwhelmed by other issues going on in their lives and have little energy or ‘mental space’ to give to anything else.’  These families could be dealing with issues such as poverty, anxiety, post-natal depression, as well as other mental and physical health problems. Referring back to Hill and Tyson, who believes that there is less interaction between teachers and parents in secondary schools, some schools may not be aware of the barriers that families are facing, which further highlights why school-to-home communication is vital. 
Lastly the WG (p8, 2016) states that geography can affect parental engagement and input physical barriers, for example, families that live further distances away from their child’s school may have to rely on public transport to travel, or may not be able to use such transport, due to disabilities, health problems or poverty. Alternatively, other families may not even live in the same country or continent as their child, which is especially apparent in the private school sector. Therefore, independent schools must work hard to ensure they engage with parents in a way that is accessible to them, although this can be challenging if the parents have English as an additional language (EAL) or little confidence in literacy or communication. EAL refers to those whose first language is not English and Ofsted (2018) highlight the complexity of some EAL learners, stating that those with EAL can come from completely diverse linguistic, cultural and educational backgrounds, some having little to no education, some being gifted or talented, and others having ALN. Fletcher (2014) further emphasises the issues faced when engaging with EAL parents, stating that language is often not the only barrier, as trying to find the best approach to communicate with families and work alongside different time zones and working hours can often be the bigger challenge. 
As highlighted above, many children may be facing multiple barriers such an ALN, EAL, mental health and poverty. However, it is highly likely that some parents or carers are also falling into these vulnerable groups, which could make communication with schools challenging. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), which came into force in 1990, believes that schools have a duty to involve and support children, as well as their parents and young people. 
Smith’s (2016) study, which focused on looking at parental involvement in twenty-first century schools and the implication of the changing family structure, explores how parental engagement has changed over the last thirty years. Through research, he believes that ‘emerging lifestyle choices, shifting family structures, work-life relationships and technology’, all render new parental involvement deviant from its previous conceptions (p1, 2016). He also makes light of the ‘new’ parent, highlighting the shift in gender relationships, in which women are no longer bound by their domestic roles as wives and mothers, as well as the increase of same-gender parents.                                                                                   Jeynes (2011) agrees with Smith’s study and states that, ‘in the 21st century, the nature of common family structures no longer mirrors that of earlier decades within which parental involvement research was originated.’ Interestingly, Smith’s study further stresses Jeynes idea, and highlights that the majority of parental involvement literature is based on two-parent households as opposed to single-parents. Smith (p8, 2016) is critical of this, declaring that ‘two-parent families are far more optimally positioned to demonstrate a high level of engagement with schools than single-parent households.’ Yet, Gonzalez et al. (2013) disagrees with Smith’s point and instead believes that the research on single-parent school involvement frequently highlights how these parents genuinely desire a high-level of participation in their child’s academic life. 
Following on from the above, Theorist Urie Bronfenbrenner outlined the impact of parent involvement in schools and the other surrounding influences on a child’s development in his ‘Ecological Systems Theory of Development.’ The system is made up of five different environments in which Bronfenbrenner calls the micro system, the mesosystem, the exosystem, the macro system, and the chronosystem. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological theory emphasises the importance of building effective relationships between parents and teachers, in relation to children’s development. He believed that both the school and home environment are essential systems in the development of children’s academic skills. Bronfenbrenner’s theory is still widely used today and Benjamin (p9, 2015) believes it provides ‘a conceptual lens for understanding home environment as the primary setting where learning is established, and school activities are reinforced with the support of parental involvement.’ 
Next, looking at the most effective ways in which schools can welcome families, the FaCE toolkit outlines five key themes to support schools and build their approach to improving parental engagement (p10, 2016). The first theme being, ‘leadership for a self-improving system’, in which the WG state schools should create a clearly set out FaCE development plan, that is regularly reflected upon and considers families as key partners. According to the WG (p10, 2016), ‘engagement is considered a priority area in order to raise standards, especially for learners from deprived backgrounds.’
The second theme of the toolkit is to ‘embed a whole-school approach to FaCE’, which should raise awareness amongst staff and encourage them to see the importance of parental engagement. In some cases, schools have a designated family engagement or liaison officer who works directly with families, ensuring they have a consistent and approachable point of contact (WG, p14, 2016). However, this is at a school’s discretion and may not be accessible to all, meaning that some schools may choose to appoint the role to head of years or pastoral teams. Yet, Banning-lover (2016) is highly critical of the amount of stress that teachers are under. She believes that extra roles such as ‘heads of year’ are too much for teachers to take on, and instead should be made into separate posts for those who have the time and expertise to work with families and the community. 
The third theme of FaCE is to ‘welcome families to engage with schools’ and referring to the barriers explored at the beginning of this assignment, some parents may not feel confidence enough to engage which is why it is imperative that schools make them feel welcome. Ho Sui-Chu and Willms (1996) further reiterates the importance of welcoming families, ‘simply being involved with the school has little effect on individual attainment unless there are direct and explicit connections to learning.’ The WG suggest that schools should tailor its communications and engagement activities to suit the needs of parents, with some examples being, information fairs, garden/outdoor projects, redecorating classrooms, themed nights and holding teacher-parent conferences (WG, p8-9, 2016). These meetings could be held on a regular basis and would give families a chance to have their voices heard and keep more up-to-date on the schools on goings.
The fourth theme of the toolkit is, ‘helping families to actively support their child’s learning’ and links in with the above, as it entails schools involving parents as partners in their children’s development. However, this strategy is more targeted at the harder-to-reach families who may be from deprived areas and experiencing barriers to parental engagement. The WG (p11, 2016) recommend that interventions must be designed around a clear understanding of families and their needs, and Henderson further reiterates this in the following statement. 
Thus, true parent partnership involves harnessing and utilising all the potential and strengths that parents can bring to the school. School leaders need to be sensitive and non-judgemental, and recognise the reasons why parents, from low-income families in particular, are underrepresented among those involved in schools. Indeed, research indicates that it is these disadvantaged children who have the most to gain from school-parent partnership (Henderson, 1987). 
The final theme of the FaCE toolkit is ‘developing community partnerships and multi-agency working’, which involves schools developing effective relationships with multi-agencies, in order to strengthen transitions and family engagement (WG, p11, 2016). Bronfenbrenner agreed with this, and highlighted that the coordination amongst parents, schools and agencies help to provide a safety net for families in crisis, as well as a solid resource for strengthening relationships within a child’s mesosystem. 
To conclude, from exploring the many barriers to parental engagement in schools, it is clear that we still have a long way to come in improving parental involvement. The WG FaCE toolkit, as well as other relevant policies, provide schools with effective strategies to help them develop the way they engage with families. However, the toolkit is not statutory and although it sets out clear and helpful ideas for schools to follow, Welsh schools are still facing the same parental involvement issues that Bronfenbrenner highlighted in his study almost forty years ago. One reason for this could be the lack of affect that educational policies are having on schools. Everitt (p4, 2012) suggests this could be because policies are often seen as ‘top-down’ processes, in which higher decisions are made and passed down to those responsible for implementing, which can have the effect of being too indirect. Perry et al. (2010) agrees with Everitt and adds, that rapid policy changes from ‘the top’ can result in legislation being viewed differently and negatively by some audiences, which can weaken the process. 
Thus, in order for parental engagement to become more successful, the government must create and deliver a policy that schools have to follow, as well as provide more support and opportunity for them to invest in roles that directly work with parents and families. To add to this, there also needs to be more research done on the changing demographics of twenty-first century families.
Moving forward, the Donaldson’s ‘Successful Futures’ review (2015) frequently reiterates the significance of involving parents and carers in their childs’ education, whether it is through schools providing families with regular information or giving them support on how they can help improve their childs’ development. All in all, this assignment has demonstrated just how essential parental engagement really is, and Weiss et al. (2009) further emphasises the importance by stating that, ‘one of the most powerful but neglected supports for children’s learning and development is family involvement both in and out of school.’ 
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