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Critically explore how increased parental engagement can help to overcome barriers in inclusion.
Parent engagement was documented over 40 years ago in the report by Bridgett Plowden (1967).  The contents of the Plowden report are very similar to recent policies and best practice which highlights as being important in schools today.  Further policies include “Higher standards, better schools for all – more choice for parent and students” (Department for Education and Skills, 2005).  The underpinning of this white paper was to enhance the knowledge and encourage parents and carers to take active roles in their child’s education as research finding is that it makes a significant difference to learning outcomes (Harris & Goodall, 2007).  Following this, the policy “Every Parent Matters” was published by the Department of Education and skills (2007), emphasising the benefits on children’s attainment.    
The Welsh Government has introduced policies and campaigns highlighting the significance of parent’s involvement within their child’s education.  In 2014 the launch of “Education begins at home” (Welsh Government, 2016) and most recently,  ‘FaCE the challenge together’ (2016) have been developed to support schools to meet the regulations and standard requirements of the school development plan (SDP) .  Research issued from the Welsh Government emphasises that many schools are experiencing regular occurrences where family members are behaving inappropriately and aggressively towards the school staff (Welsh Government, 2016).  The aim of this government challenge is to build positive relationships between parents/carers and education settings.  The reasoning behind this will be discussed further into the essay.  
Children only spend 14 % of their time in school with their teachers and peers. This is an important point that the Government is trying to deliver to all parents as they should be taking an active role in their children’s education (Welsh Government, 2016).  The opening line of the introduction of the FaCE toolkit emphasizes the contribution that families and communities have on the achievement of children within a school environment (Welsh Government, 2016).   However, from reading the document the authors are aware that families that are already actively involved with the school will participate in new initiatives.  However, it is the ‘hard to reach’ parents who choose not to involve themselves in school life that this toolkit has been developed for,  to attempt to capture their interest and invest in their child’s education. As research shows that families who are actively engaged with their child’s education has a higher influence on the academic outcome than the quality of the school (Welsh Government, 2016).  Estyn (2009) advises that the Welsh Government should assist families by preparing parent-friendly information on pupils’ standards and wellbeing to encourage parents to become more included with their children’s schools.  This highlights that Government procedures must be modified. 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological Model of Development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) underpins this statement as he suggests that children’s development relies on exposure to many different people and groups to increase the child’s learning and attainment.  This begins with Bronfenbrenner’s microsystem, a small world involving the immediate family and child care setting, allowing the child to progress, grow and learn.  As the child advance through life they expand to the Mesosystem of Bronfenbrenner’s theory, so the child’s outlook widens (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  Along with Bronfenbrenner connections can be made with Maslow’s Theory of Needs (Maslow, 2014) as family is the primary provider for the child and as stated the FaCE guidance the government ask families to make simple differences such as making sure the children have a good night’s sleep, setting good examples, and give time to their children to talk and read. A combination of these deliver a stable base for schools to build on.  These are the Welsh Government aims to help improve children education (Welsh Government, 2016).  Knowles (2006) emphasises the importance of how parents presents themselves to others influence their child’s development and how the child view themselves.  This can affect what paths the child may choose in life (Knowles, 2006, p. 37).
The Welsh Government has grouped what they classify as ‘hard to reach’ parents/carers (Welsh Government, 2016).  These are families such as low-income households, single parents and full-time workers.  Likewise, people who are culturally diverse for instance gypsy and travellers or families which are not fluent in English.  Similarly, families which live out of the area of the school, dads, grandparents, and parents and carers who are suffering with ill health.  Their barriers could include difficulties with transport. Possibly, parents may have disabilities themselves which can lead to complications in attending school events, for example, no means of suitable transport or unable to access the buildings or classroom.  Additional to these groups are parents and carers whose children are not behaving or whose attendance is not at the level acceptable to the school environment.   These parents may be faced with a barrier where they may be experiencing behaviours at home.   However, the government is aware of the barriers these families are against but to become an inclusive school these are the families which must be encouraged to engage into the school environment so that families can be involved in the children’s learning.  To enable inclusiveness schools must recognise that each family may require atypical support.  Aiming for ‘equity’ enables children to have an equal chance (Welsh Government, 2016).  This is a highly challenging task. The toolkit suggests that schools should choose which group they intend to target and pilot some of the ideas suggested to increase inclusivity within the school (Welsh Government, 2016). 
Schools however, must understand the barriers that many parents encounter.  Many of the groups indicated above can be living in poverty such as low earners, lone parents and families with English as an additional language.  The Welsh Government suggest that there are over 200,000 children living in poverty within Wales which contributes to parents’ suffering from stress, ill-health and unsatisfactory living conditions (Welsh Government, 2016).  Such negative life styles can have a bearing on how parents interact at home and respond to their children’s education.  
Following a survey in 2010 almost half of parents feel satisfactory involved with their children’s education with a small percentage wanting to increase their association within the school environment (Welsh Government, 2016).  The FaCE guidelines point out that parents would like to have an increase in informal communication with teaching staff so that they can be informed of their child’s progress (Estyn 2009).  This presents an issue for schools as this would intensify pressures with time management.  However, Estyn (2009) suggest that parents are wishing to participate in school life more. Despite these findings’ parents tend to support unofficial events, for example, summers fairs, or help practically rather than attend an official parent and teachers’ association, as it is deemed too much commitment.  The Welsh Early Years intervention programme Flying Start in areas of deprivation is to deliver multi-agency support for the family in the way of free childcare, along with multi-agency provision (Welsh Government, 2017).  
Further barriers some parents may encounter is the lack of confidence due to themselves having low reading and writing skills possibly accompanied with undesirable memories of their own school life.  Parents may become embarrassed when asked to fill out forms or have numerous letters sent home from the setting.  Estyn (2009) suggest that for some parents consider the school as fearful and increase their anxiousness.  Some parents are more comfortable when staff become familiar which reduces apprehensions.  Options for schools in this instance to overcome such barriers include to introduce one of the multi-agencies to provide support for the family for example Snap Cymru (2018).  This is presented in the FaCE toolkit as schools are not segregated, they work their best when making links with multi-agencies or community projected such as churches.
Conversely parents who work either full-time or part-time themselves, providing their children with a positive work ethic as governments intend to follow on from education to contribute to the country’s economy and join the work force as suggested in the functionalist theory (Trueman, 2015).  This group of parents may be limited in time due to their work patterns in addition to pressures of bring up children and continual life events and life in general. 
One target group highlighted by FaCE toolkit are fathers and grandparents.  Many fathers are not available during the school day due to work commitments or family situations.  Whereas, many families take on traditional roles where the mother is at the forefront of communications with education settings.  Estyn (2009) actively suggest that grandparents should be encouraged to support and engage in the grandchildren’s education as the report proposes that it can embolden parents’ involvement. Especially in cultures where family hierarchy is influential (Estyn, 2009).  Additionally, to this, the Welsh Government recognise the contribution that parents, grandparents and local communities can have on the planning and up-keep of outdoor activities within the Flying Start settings (Welsh Government, 2009). 
This essay will continue considering the barriers a parent with a child with additional learning needs may be experiencing.  The toolkit is not clear in the response on parents with children with addition learning needs. It comments that this group is less involved with schools.  However, subsequently the toolkit states the families with additional needs are not necessarily the group which schools significantly target as a result of the children requiring a support structure.  This may require a network of multi-agencies involving families to contribute to their child’s education such as making decisions, where their child is to attend school.  Nonetheless, parents whose children have additional learning needs experience barriers the same as all parents.  The priority is enabling their child to experience the best possible school life which all children are entitled to as written in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of a Child (UNCRC) (The United Nations, 1990).  Along with the principles of the Special Educational Needs Code of Practice (Welsh Government, 2004)state that each child with additional learning needs should have provision within a mainstream school if achievable due to their needs needing to be met.  Yet, significant knowledge and information can be collected from parents as they know their child best.  Very importantly is to respect the views of the child, as they have a voice and may be able to make their own decisions (Government UK, 2015).  The Welsh Government recognise the significance and importance of how parents of children with special educational needs should be included in outcomes and work in partnership alongside other multi-agencies to deliver best practise (Welsh Government, 2018).  If a school is expecting a child with additional needs, it imperative to find out as much background information so that the school can prepare and become pro-active and develop a positive working relationship with the school and parents.  A suggestion is to develop a system such as a one-page action plan which could assist in research of essential information using headings such as “what is known already” for example, what is the diagnosis. “What other information” such as to what level the diagnosis will affect the child in the setting and “how to collect this information”, this information may come from parents, or multi-agencies working with the child (Dukes & Smith, 2007).  This action plan may consider the medical model, where the disabilities are a key point of discussion along with the social model questioning what can be changed to allow the child to be included in school life (Fox, 2003).  Or an alternative form suggested “more about me” which can be added to the admissions documentation again to acquire relevant information regarding personal details such as contact details of multi-agencies involved  and what the child may need help with throughout the day for example toileting (Dukes & Smith, 2007).  This useful information can be collected from family members and carers enabling children to have a smooth transition. 
The engagement of parents whose children have additional needs is vital to the school.  These parents may be subjected to many additional barriers within their child’s school life and possibly including many of the barriers mentioned previously in the essay.  Being a parent of a child with additional needs or complex needs can provide parents with many ongoing emotions such as shock, perhaps due to a diagnosis.  This can lead to several added emotions for example of denial, sadness and anger, guilt and fear and anxieties.  Families may have to adjust their lifestyle, such as changing or giving up work to enable them to care for the child. There may be times when the child must stay in hospital or attend appointments which can add pressures and barriers to families especially if they have other children as well as the child with additional needs. (Dukes & Smith, 2007).  
As relations develop with families and teachers it is highly important to recognise that parents may become positive and, having received further information regarding their child’s needs, become more optimistic that the child’s requirements are being met. This links to Bronfenbrenner’s theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  All education settings should deliver a positive approach and show empathy towards every parent.  It is imperative that parents are delivered utmost respect and given time to express their views.  To reinforce this teaching staff must have good listening skills so that they can recognise the parent’s emotions, make time to listen, however this could mean arranging a meeting at a convenient time for both parties.  
Some pre-school settings deem home visits as a valuable first meeting. (Dukes & Smith, 2007).  This enables the setting to have an overview of the child’s needs, conduct a meeting in a familiar place which can result in parents being calmer and less anxious.  Home visits must be previously arranged conducted correctly for example two members of staff must attend and prepare and plan what is required out of the meeting.  For children with additional needs transition to the next school environment may again cause concerns for parents especially if a good relationship has been built up with current staff. Current staff can help to reduce any anxieties by contributing to the transition by providing relevant information and arranging meet and greet meetings at the educational setting to familiarise the environment and faces. As reflected in a report produced by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2017) the generation of a trusting relationship from all involved is a major point to engaging parents to develop an inclusive education system.  
In current times schools may be causing barriers unknowingly.  The introduction of security in schools has positive aspects as they provide a safe place for children to learn but negatively can develop barriers as schools are reaching out for parents to engage however, with fences, tall gates and security doors school may not be as inviting as they should.  Within schools there is an escalation of the use of applications on mobile phones to help increase continuous communication with parents.  There are many positive aspects to using such technology such as receiving messages direct and being able to view reports online.  However, some parents may not sign up to such an application for many reasons such as not having the devices to use the software, not wanting the constant updates on their child or as previously mentioned their personal barriers of not being able to read.  S Atkins comments that “for many families, the prospect of crossing the school threshold is a terrifying one” (Atkins, 2019).  This is where school apps can become positive interaction as historically these parents may not have a connection with their child’s school. 
In conclusion, governments and education settings are putting considerable effort in to making the education system inclusive to all.  This is the ultimate goal.  However, in reality whichever new policy or practice is developed somebody, or something will be affected with barriers of some sort.  The education system ought to make decisions on an individual basis using the capability approach,  rather than the medical and social models as this suggests that wellbeing should be taken into consideration not what individuals do but what they are actually able to do (University of Glasgow, 2008).   To become inclusive, education settings must progress to a qualitative and ethnographic environment. This would enable children and families to have an equal and fair approach. "It is not our differences that divide us. It is our inability to recognize, accept, and celebrate those differences."  (Lorde, 1986).
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