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Critically explore how increased parental engagement can help overcome barriers to inclusion (WG, 2016).
This essay will begin by outlining the history of education in Britain and the vulnerable groups that may have been excluded historically before moving forward to examine how the ideas and introduction of an inclusive education system were developed. Links to policy will be made and theoretical viewpoints will be reviewed to reflect on whether changes in policy and current inclusive practice in education, adequately supports children and their families in an equitable way. Additionally, the author will examine what exclusion means in the modern day before focussing on parental engagement and critically exploring how increased engagement can be achieved and whether this has any benefit in overcoming potential barriers to inclusion. Examples of good practice will be presented and evidence from a wide range of sources will be incorporated to support the writer’s findings in a way that is both critical and fair.
Education was made compulsory in Britain for children aged five to ten years following the 1870 Education Act. Further legislation extended the compulsory attendance age to 11 then 12 (UK Parliament, 2019). 1893 saw the introduction of The Elementary Education Act, the first educational provision for children with Special Educational Needs (SEN) when special schools were established for blind and deaf children. Provision was later extended to encompass physically impaired children following the Elementary Education Act (Defective and Epileptic children) 1899 (UK Parliament, 2019). Subsequent changes to education followed that included the first provision for Special Needs Education in 1918 and the introduction of compulsory free school meals in 1944 to ensure the nation’s children were well fed and healthy through the harsh conditions of World War Two and into the post war years (UK Parliament, 2019). Theorist Abraham Maslow would have seen the introduction of compulsory free school meals as a significant step in satisfying one of a person’s basic needs. His 1943 Hierarchy of Needs motivational theory proposed that unless a person’s basic physiological needs, such as the need for food, drink and shelter were satisfied, the person would not be able to progress further as their body would not be able to function properly. If the most important needs were not met, the child would not be able to learn (Mcleod, 2018).


The changes in education in Britain since 1870 have allowed huge numbers of children to access learning across the country. Children such as those who worked in fields, factories and as domestic servants when the changes first took place. Children from poor families became entitled to free education and children with special needs, who were previously excluded from education, became worthy of the chance to learn, although, initially, they were totally segregated, in special schools. (Bolton, 2012). Locally, in Wales, in the 1970’s, first language Welsh pupils were integrated into a Mainstream School environment only then to be kept totally segregated. These pupils rarely mixed with the other pupils in the school who were taught in English (Williams, 2003). Maslow (2013) would argue that the children’s needs for belonging, acceptance and being part of a group, had not been met which would affect their ability to progress further. 
The changes were not perfect but the move from total exclusion to inclusion, all be it through segregation at some stages, were steps in the right direction towards an equitable, more inclusive, education system (Mittler, 2000). UK legislation prohibits discrimination in education and supports inclusive education and the Equality Act of 2010 strengthened educational rights for all children (CSIE, 2018). Earlier international human rights laws including UNESCO’s 1960 Convention against discrimination in education and the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, all supported educational rights. Britain also supported The Salamanca Statement in 1994 which was signed by over 90 countries and said that children with Special Educational Needs must have the right to attend mainstream schools. (UNESCO, 1994). Booth and Ainscow’s Index for Inclusion (2011) considers the aims of these acts and others, to focus on supporting all children to ensure they feel that they belong and that barriers to their learning and participation are reduced. Inclusion in education is one of the aspects of inclusion in society. 
Children have two main educators in their lives. Their parents and their teachers and they both have crucial roles to play and the impact is greater when both work in partnership (Education.gov, 2003). Merresman (2014) emphasises the importance of involving parents in delivering a quality, inclusive education, as positive connections between parents and teachers influence children’s attitudes and achievements in education. Grey and MacBain (2015) illustrated the importance of psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory on a child’s development and the significance of building good relationships between home and school and the need for schools to create welcoming, nurturing environments for families. Bronfenbrenner suggested that when everyone works together, there will be better outcomes. Research has shown that the impact of parental engagement in their children’s education has a significant effect on their achievement throughout their school years (Desforges, 2003). Douglas (2008) would agree with this as he proposed that children are disadvantaged through a lack of parental involvement rather than by their social class. The evidence shows that a lack of parental engagement is detrimental to a child’s education but what can be done to encourage and sustain involvement. There are wide variations in the ways that schools manage their relationships with parents and in what parents view as important for engagement with their children’s schooling (Gronn, 2003). Qualitative studies have shown that parents consider the communication, attitude and leadership practices of Headteachers to play a crucial role in building and maintaining relationships between parents and schools and are more likely to be engaged with schools where the Headteacher is perceived as being welcoming and supportive of their involvement (Epstein and Sanders, 2006). 
The Family and Community Engagement Toolkit (FaCE) was devised by the Welsh Government following calls from schools for guidance, practical advice and resources to help them deliver effective family and community engagement. Theme 3, resource 3 of the toolkit provides guidance to schools on welcoming families to engage with the school (WAG, 2006). The FaCE toolkit helps schools tackle the impact of deprivation on educational outcomes and it must be incorporated into school development plans by law (WAG, 2006) and Estyn, The Education Inspectorate, look at a school’s partnership working as part of their inspection process (Estyn, 2019). Schools recognise that families have a powerful influence on children’s engagement in school and that effective parental and community engagement is essential to removing barriers to learning and improving attitudes and behaviour in schools (WAG, 2006). Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) found that the younger the learner was, the bigger the impact was, of parental engagement with the child’s learning and that this engagement was more important than the quality of the school the child attended. Dufur, Parcel and Troutman (2013) support this view and they suggest as the child gets older, parental engagement in their child’s learning, helps them to perform better throughout their secondary education, which ultimately leads to better examination results.
Further evidence of the effects on achievement following effective parental engagement in learning can be seen in the National Child Development Study, where children with parents who were actively engaged in their learning, performed 15 to 17 percent better in Mathematics and Reading from age 11 through to 16, than children whose parents showed no interest at all (Feinstein and Symons, 2009). 
It must be emphasised that there are two types of parental engagement. The first being engagement with the school in general which is important as parents, carers and the wider family need to feel welcome and comfortable within the school environment. In an inclusive education system, parents, families and the wider community need to feel included as well as the pupils (FaCE, 2016). The second type of engagement is with the child’s learning. Studies have shown that parental engagement in learning can lead to higher grades, better attendance, improved social skills, higher self esteem and better homework completion rates. In 35 separate studies, 77 percent of the results show that there is a positive linkage between homework and achievement (Cooper, 2015).
Harris, Andrew-Power and Goodall (2009, p.70) state ‘Parental engagement in children’s learning makes a difference- it is the most powerful school improvement tool we have’. Research has shown that generally, parents want to be involved or more involved in their children’s education but for many there are many barriers to overcome (DfE, 2008). Parents of young children, female parents, parents from higher educational backgrounds, parents from Black backgrounds and those with children with Additional Learning Needs are more likely to feel involved in their children’s education. In comparison to male parents, parents who left education at a younger age. loan parents, non-resident parents and those from White or Asian backgrounds, who are less likely to feel involved (DfE 2008). Gypsy travellers, parents with health problems or Additional Learning Needs, those with limited English or Welsh language skills and those with caring responsibilities may also have limited involvement in their child’s education too due to their own difficulties (Russell and Granville, 2005). For some parents, the school building itself is a barrier to participation as their personal experiences and memories of school, may not have been good ones. Other parents may struggle with work commitments, travel arrangements or anxiety and confidence issues. Therefore, there may be a great deal to be gained by moving activities for parental engagement such as meetings and parents’ evenings, to offsite community rooms or sports centres where parents may feel more at ease (Goodall, 2017).
Modern living brings with it many stresses and struggles to balance work and home commitments. Many parents feel overwhelmed and that they simply do not have enough time or the educational knowledge to be able to support their child’s education at home (Russell and Granville, 2005). They often feel that there is an absence of information from the school and a shortage of opportunities to become involved in school life coupled with a scarcity of social events, which they feel is a bigger problem in secondary schools. 
These problems are exacerbated by the physical barriers to schools such as locked gates and doors and poor signage (Russell and Granville, 2005). 
A 2018 report by Estyn for the Welsh Assembly Government cements the findings of Russell and Granville. After gathering information from on line questionnaires and interviews with parents in a focus group, they recommended that schools look for as many ways as possible of exchanging information with parents and give parents choices. The report said schools should ensure they obtain views of a full range of parents who make up the socio-economic mix of the school in self-evaluation and other consultation exercises (Estyn, 2018), but is this always possible? Many parents may have communication difficulties, be unable to use digital technology or have no access to it. They may have a fear of authority and of saying the wrong thing. Schools need to work hard to engage hard to reach parents because ultimately it may be their children who suffer if parents are not engaged in their education (Goodall, 2017). 
School A is an English-medium, mixed secondary school in rural Wales. It is not perfect but, using the FaCE toolkit as a guide, it has formulated several strategies to aid increased parental engagement which aims to ensure an inclusive education for all pupils. The Family Liaison Officer is a critical link between the school and hard to reach parents. They offer pastoral support on a range of issues to help overcome barriers to learning and family engagement and work to improve opportunities for families and help them get access to the help and support networks they need (School A Leaflet, 2018). This non-teaching post has been funded by the Pupil Development Grant and is crucial to family engagement and inclusion, but it is a post that will be terminated in April 2019 due to increasing budget cuts. Only time will tell what detrimental effects it will have on school, its pupils and family lives. The school strives to engage parents as soon as possible, especially around transition periods, by arranging family meetings for year 5 and 6 parents in all the feeder schools, having all staff available at New Starter open evenings and by having meet the teacher/meet the family evenings in the first half of the autumn term.
Particular emphasis is placed on communication with hard to reach parents and individual tours of the school can be arranged in quiet times for anxious parents. Extra school intake sessions can be arranged for potential year 7 pupils and approachable senior staff are a visible presence in the public areas near the school at the start and end of the school day should any parent wish to speak to them. 

In the school’s latest Estyn Inspection report it was noted that the strategies in place to support vulnerable pupils had had a positive impact on attendance figures and it had contributed to a reduction in the number of fixed term exclusions (Estyn, 2017). School A also has excellent links with the external agencies and the local community. Over 150 local and national employers are involved in work experience placements trails for Year 10 pupils each year. A smaller number of employers are involved in a very successful weekly work experience placements for pupils in Key Stage 4 who struggle with the full school curriculum. Parental involvement in these schemes is critical as without their backing and support children would be unable to participate. The school works with these pupils and engages their families and arrange full day work placements which help widen the opportunities available to them when they leave school. Many of the pupils who attend these weekly work placements are from gypsy traveller or ethnic minority backgrounds, who traditionally have parents who are difficult to engage due to lifestyle, culture and communication difficulties due to language skills (Russell and Granville, 2005). 
The school also has a Polish speaking Teaching Assistant who builds up good relationships with Polish families and strengthens the links between home and school. She attends parent’s evenings to smooth any communication difficulties and liaises with parents by telephone and by translating important school information into Polish when necessary. Furthermore, following guidance from the FaCE Toolkit, the school has seen the need for parents to be consulted and to be able to exchange information in a variety of different ways which allows them to choose the communication platform that is right for them. School A uses information evenings, telephone, parent panels, questionnaires, tear off slips, social media, text, websites and email. The school also utilises a planner system for pupils to allow a daily transfer of information between the school and home, including homework information and any behavioural issues.  
Quezada, Alexandrowicz and Milina (2013) support the view that the best possible outcomes are achieved when schools, parents and the community work together to ensure a pupil’s success and inclusion within the education system and the wider community. Gypsy traveller families require a flexible approach to education which allows for phased transition periods into the school environment and parents require alternative routes of communication in line with their needs. Research has shown that where schools successfully engage with these families, attendance patterns, behaviour and performance all improve (Russell and Granville, 2005).
To conclude, successful schools who use all the resources at their disposal including the FaCE Toolkit, can with effort, successfully engage parents and families in school life and the education of their children. When this happens there can be dramatic effects on attendance and exclusion figures as well as improved academic results year on year (Estyn, 2017). In School A’s latest Estyn Inspection report it was noted that the strategies in place to support vulnerable pupils and engage their families had had a positive impact on attendance figures and it had contributed to a reduction in the number of fixed term exclusions. Pupils are thriving in a caring and inclusive environment where they feel well supported (Estyn, 2017). Schools must continue the work many have already started and convince parents that greater participation in school life and their children’s learning will have huge benefits for their own child. They are more likely to become involved if they know that is the case but with budget cuts and critical posts such as Family Liaison Officers and Pastoral Officers being casualties, the vital school to home links are likely to become increasingly difficult.  
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