Louise Ashton                                                                                                           SJIE 6003 
Student Number 1503133 
 
Critically explore how increased parental engagement can help to overcome barriers to inclusion. 
 
Introduction 

During this essay the writer will explore how the recent increase into parental engagement with schools has become an important aspect for them to have a more positive role and responsibility in their child’s education. It will look at how local governments and authorities are working to develop many initiatives and policies that will help schools to engage hard to reach families. The writer will look more specifically at families living in deprivation and how research and evidence has shown that it is schools in areas of low income that are continuing to find it extremely hard to engage parents, resulting in the children not being able to achieve to their full potential. Different legislation along with strategies employed by schools will be discussed, with a focus on initiatives in the writer’s setting. 

According to Desforges:  

“Parental involvement in the form of ‘at-home good parenting’ has a significant positive affect on children’s achievement and adjustment even after all other factors shaping attainment have been taken out of the equation. In the primary age range the impact caused by different levels of parental involvement is much bigger than differences associated with variations in the quality of schools. The scale of the impact is evident across all social classes and all ethnic groups.” (2003) 

During their childhood, children will have at least two main sets of educators, their parents and their teachers. Their parents are their prime educators who have a major influence on their learning from birth, to school and later in life, whereas teachers will educate them only during their time in school. Evidence shows that both parties have a crucial role in educating children and what the children can learn from both will have a much greater impact if parents and school work in partnership (The Scottish Office, 2006). A survey undertaken by the Department for Education and Skills found that approximately 1 in 3 parents felt involved in their child’s education. Around 72% felt they could be involved more and around 58% felt they had an equal responsibility with school for their child’s education (2008). In 1996, the Education Act stated that parents have a responsibility to ensure their child attends school from the statutory age of five years old up until they are sixteen years of age. (Welsh Government, 2006).   
 
In a review of parental engagement Goodall grouped the evidence found into three categories: school-home links; support and training for parents; and family/community-based interventions (2011). Schools must ensure that they take these categories into account when developing interventions that will promote parental engagement. Goodall found that information given by schools to parents needed to be clear and specific. A whole school approach is key to engaging hard-to-reach parents. Goodall (2011) also found that through parents having access to support and training, their parenting styles improved. Within the writer’s setting families are offered the opportunity to engage in free family activities within the school offered by an outside intervention called ‘Springboard’. The idea of Springboard is to try and develop parental engagement with the sessions taking place within the school, giving the school an opportunity to make the parents feel welcomed when they are in the setting. Through this experience parents will be able to build up a sense of trust with school staff, resulting in them wanting to engage further. These activities can be completed with their child or parents can attend parent only training sessions to gain further qualifications like food and hygiene or first aid. P.D.C.S, 2019).  

Goodall also found that interventions that focused on academic outcomes and parenting skills were shown to be more effective. One initiative ‘FAST’ (Families and Schools Together) was found to have a positive impact on improving the engagement of families living in deprived areas in the educational setting. ‘FAST’ is an initiative developed by Dr Lynn McDonald and is endorsed by both the UN and the U.K. Government. It is a family programme which is designed to help build stronger bonds between parents, school and the community, encouraging parents to take a more active role in their child’s education. It is an eight-week programme that takes place within the school and is run by a mixture of school, community and parent partners. Since 2010, it was reported by Save the Children that the FAST programme engaged nearly 4000 children and 2000 families. A recent evaluation of FAST found that it has had a positive impact on parents to engage more in their child’s learning both at home and at school, which has resulted in positive educational outcomes (Save the Children, 2010). 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Over many years researchers and local governments have focused on developing new policies to include all children within mainstream education and engage all parents to take a key role in helping and supporting their child by working in partnership with school staff to allow their child to reach to their full potential. In 1997 England proposed a strategy to get parents involved in their child’s education named ‘Excellence in Schools.’ This consisted of three strands: providing information for parents; giving parents a more effective voice; and encouraging families to learn together. This gave all schools a responsibility to ensure that they produce annual reports to allow parents to make decisions about their child’s education. This includes teachers writing a yearly report on each child’s progress (Education in England, 1997).  

In October 2005, the Department for Education and Skills published the Schools White paper “Higher Standards, better schools for all - More Choice for Parents and Students.” This placed parents at the forefront to raise standards for their children by involving them in the education system. This gave parents a key role in helping their children to succeed in their education by providing them with information, giving parents a voice and encouraging families to learn together. (Department for Education and Skills, 2005). This was then restated in Every Parent Matters published in 2007 by the Department for Education and Skills. Within the document it explains the importance of parental engagement in improving educational attainment. 

 According to Desforges & Abouchaar,  

“at the age of seven, the degree to which families engage with their children’s learning has six times more influence over the child’s educational attainment than the quality of the school.” (2003)  

 Effective family engagement develops when schools welcome all family members to take an active role in the child’s learning. This includes engaging the wider community as this has been found to have a positive impact on educational outcomes. 

Most recently in Wales, Additional Learning Needs, previously known as Special Educational Needs, is changing. A new Bill, which has been approved by members of the Welsh Assembly and was published in 2018, will address the current growing issues surrounding children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) in Wales, replacing the current Welsh system of ALN support. The new Bill will overhaul current legislative framework by providing a new statuary approach to support children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). This means it will be a more inclusive process, ensuring both pupils’ and parents’ opinions will be considered throughout. Under the new Bill, schools, local authorities and parents will need to work together to identify whether a child has ALN. All maintained schools within Wales will need to ensure they have an ALN policy which clearly outlines how pupils with ALN are identified, how they will be supported and how they are going to monitor pupils’ progress. 

Over time there has been lots of research evidence that shows that children’s progress in education can be hindered by lack of parental engagement. Many schools will find it hard to engage all their parents. There are many different families that may be hard to engage, including, gypsy/traveller families, families with children who have disabilities or parents with disabilities themselves, single parents, families of asylum seekers and many more. This can be for many reasons, including time pressures, parent(s) working full time, family circumstances, their own health/disabilities and many more.  

The writer will now explore one barrier: families living in a deprived area and how these parents can be difficult for schools to reach out to. Recent evidence from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation found that around seventeen per cent of children were living in poverty in Wales. For these children, their educational attainment was significantly affected compared to their peers from a richer background. This has put significant pressure for the Welsh Government to try and reduce poverty in Wales and to narrow the gap in children’s educational attainment between the richer and poorer families (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2013). Recent research suggests that children of a poorer socioeconomic background face many barriers to attainment in school. These can include poor learning environment at home, low level of parental education and less parental support. The home environment is important in raising educational attainment. Parents who may have had a bad experience themselves during their time in school may project a negative perspective onto their child’s education, which the child may then reflect in their own attitudes to learning. According to Professor ‘Egan this is a barrier that children from a richer background would not experience’ (2013).  Families who have a positive relationship with school are more likely to help and encourage their child to do better, this in turn will create a positive relationship between all parties. For children, encouragement from their parents makes it better for them to learn and any concerns can be addressed immediately. Research from FaCE shows that children are more likely to continue to learn after the age of sixteen if they have their parents full support (Family and Community Engagement, 2014). 

Schools can help in many ways to engage families and get them to take an active role to support their child’s learning.  Recently, the Welsh Government developed new guidance known as FaCE (Family and Community Engagement, 2014) which schools can use to effectively engage families and the community. Involving parents and carers with their child’s education will hopefully remove any barriers hindering the child’s learning and improve attitudes and behaviour in schools. Family and Community Engagement is one of four themes of ‘Rewriting the future: Raising ambition and attainment in Welsh schools.’ The programme has been developed in the hope to raise educational attainment of children who live in a deprived area as there is clear evidence that it is these children’s parents that are harder to engage. (Welsh Government, 2014). Schools must ensure they prioritise to identify interventions that will be equitable and effective in supporting all parents to be involved in their child’s education. Within the writer’s setting, engaging hard to reach parents is one of the school’s priorities. The school currently uses many initiatives and interventions to try and improve parental involvement. These include parental engagement sessions where families are invited in to school to take part in activities with their child. This allows the school to build positive relationships with the families and wider community. The school also runs Find Out Fridays – during these sessions’ families can come into school to meet with the ALNCo and other outside agencies and discuss any issues they may have.  The school also employs a family liaison officer, who is available to give any support needed. The role of the Family Liaison is to work closely with parents and be available to offer any support they need. Having a family liaison officer within the school gives parents an individual person they can come and see at any time should they have any concerns. The school has found parents have built a good relationship and they feel happy to engage when they need to. The Family Liaison also deals with attendance, safeguarding and makes home visits termly for children transitioning from flying start to early years provision.   
Not only is parental engagement beneficial for children and their families, it is also an important aspect for schools. Within the FaCE toolkit it was recognised that by having a positive relationship with parents, schools will find an improvement in children’s attainment and behaviour. It also believes that by engaging families, schools could find it to be rewarding, resulting in having a positive experience rather than a negative one. (Welsh Government, 2014). 

Conclusion 

It is evident to see that the UK Government recognises the impact that parental engagement can have on a child’s educational attainment. Not only is parental engagement essential for narrowing the attainment gap between learners from richer and poorer backgrounds, it is also important in raising standards and improving children’s well-being. Over many years, policies and procedures continue to be updated and many new initiatives are always being introduced. Those schools who take up initiatives such as Springboard tend to have more success in engaging parents and involving them in their children’s education. It is important when inviting parents from deprived communities into schools that the activities offered are of little or very minimal cost to families, as this can pose a barrier to parents who may otherwise be keen to get involved. Building the confidence of parents, especially in the deprived areas, by offering activities that are stimulating and offer just the right level of challenge will also prove useful – it is important not to make parents who may have learning difficulties themselves or have a very low level of education feel that they do not want to or would not be able to take part fully. It is also important that all schools continually keep up to date with all current policies and procedures when developing parental engagement within their setting. They must also ensure they communicate with parents, ensuring all information is pasted on to avoid mis communication which could result in parents losing trust with school staff thus could lead to them not engaging.
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