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This essay will critically analyse how the Family and community engagement Welsh Government toolkit has helped to develop and evolve educational inclusion. It will define parental engagement as stated by Huw Lewis and discuss the wide range and diverse needs of parents whilst looking at research from the Centre of policy on ageing. This essay will critically analyse background evidence on the positive effects of parental involvement on child attainment as stated by ESTYN and the Joseph Rowntree Foundation. It will critically analyse worldwide policy and the Salamanca statement whilst focusing on Australia and Norway and the steps they take in achieving inclusive education and parental involvement. It will critically analyse theories from Vygotsky, Piaget and Bronfenbrenner, and reflect how current policies and initiatives have impacted on inclusion. Finally looking at the Family and community engagement toolkit developed by the Welsh Government in 2014, it will critically analyse how this can be used to include and encourage families from a range of diverse backgrounds and help them to achieve positive parental engagement with their child’s education. 
“Parental engagement in children’s learning makes a difference – it is the most powerful school improvement lever we have”, (Harris and Goodall, 2007, p.70). Huw Lewis, Minister for education and skills has some strong views on the involvement of parents within education. He believes “families exert a powerful influence on how children get on at school”, (Lewis, 2014, p.4). In order to raise standards in education and improve outcomes for all learners, both parents and carers must engage with schools and their child’s education. 
The range of parents in a school can vary considerably meaning the range of engagement will vary, what suits one family may not suit another. Therefore initiatives for involving parents in school and engaging them in their child’s work tend to be unsuccessful. A child’s environment outside of school has a significant influence on how they achieve in school. Vygotsky emphasises the importance of the relationships between people with their physical and social environment. Children are surrounded by family members as soon as they are born, therefore being impacted by the culture in which they live. Vygotsky addressed the zone of proximal development (ZDP) arguing that children have levels of problem solving already embedded, although Vygotsky introduced a new level to suggest children can achieve beyond their capabilities when introduced to an adult or more able peer. (Vygotsky, 1978). His theory supports the idea of a child’s home life giving great influence to a child’s development. (Prior and Gerard, 2007). Schools must ensure they have new and innovative ideas in place to engage with families and their communities. Parental involvement will play a huge part in helping these children to engage and achieve at school. (Welsh Government, 2014).
However it can be very daunting for parents to take the first step in engaging with their child’s school. Parents do not realise they can have such a valuable input, even in the smallest ways. However if parents themselves have had a negative experience of school then this may cause barriers meaning parents are reluctant to engage in the school, (Welsh Government, 2014). We live in a hectic society that is 24/7 fitting work around school and home life can be very challenging. The composition of families is ever changing and a lot more young people do not live in their maternal homes. Many looked after children (LAC) do not have the positive support maternal families can bring. For many children this can bring a great deal of stress before even entering the school grounds however this in itself can be an achievement for the child, (CPA, 2014).
Evidence suggests parents who spend time reading with their child in the first year of school perform better than those who only get read to once or twice a month, (OECD, 2011). Socio-economic status also plays a role in the amount parents engage. Parents that are more educated will read more frequently with their children, ESTYN reports parents from disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to engage in their child’s education, (ESTYN, 2013). These parents often have a negative perception of school. The Joseph Rowntree foundation, reports on “English language skills influence parent’s ability to help their children flourish in school”, (Fitzgerald, 1991, P.191).
There may also be groups of parents less socially and economically advantaged, as well as immigrants, minority ethnic groups and families with English as an additional language (EAL). These too may have difficulty engaging in school. Focus should be given on getting to know and understand the cultural values of these families, not just the schools, (Welsh Government, 2014). Not having enough information on these families could prove detrimental to the child and their attainments. Potential barriers will need to be carefully thought of and understood whilst also ensuring to keep a main focus on the individual.
The department of education and early childhood development Australia, recognises engaging parents in education is worldwide and has tremendous positive effects on a child’s education. (DEECD,2008). Particularly those from the most deprived localities. As a society we need to break the connections between parental background and subsequent educational attainment, so that young people can reach to their full potential irrespective of their environment. (Harris and Goodall, 2007). Norway also work closely with the government and parents sharing positive stories of success to achieve inclusive education because they feel this sets good examples, they also share stories that are unsuccessful as this too helps in achieving a better system for all, (Inclusion Europe, 2009).
A child’s development is not only dependant on factors within the child but also by family members and the environment around them. (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Bronfenbrenner discusses how the environment and a child’s immediate surroundings have a huge impact on how they grow and develop. He focuses his approach on a child’s interactions with other people, objects and symbols and across a range of contexts. (Prior and Gerard, 2007). From Bronfenbrenner’s theory it can be seen a child’s experience of school is not only influenced by the school and teacher but also by the broader picture of parents, family and the community.
Right from early on theorists were on the right track and were developing theories behind parental involvement. Theorist Jean Piaget put emphasis on a constructive role of experience from both family members and peers. He believed children learn best when given the opportunities to interact with their environment and in particular with their parents as these play a vital role within the child’s environment. (Athey, 2007). When children are given such opportunities they are able to interact, particularly with parents as they help to form a vital part of the child’s environment. (Bailey, Silvern, et. all, 2004). Therefore this supports Piaget’s theory that parental involvement is a crucial factor in a child’s development and achievement. 
However theory does not always lead to practice and over the years not much progress has been made. The United Nations Educational scientific and cultural organisation in 1994 published the Salamanca statement, this noted the need for parental involvement and how it can have a positive effect on a child’s attainments in education, (UNESCO, 1994). It was felt the international community needed to endorse an approach to inclusive schools through practical and strategic changes, (CSIE, 2018).
In 2014 Huw Lewis, minister of education and skills in Wales produced a document called rewriting the future: raising ambition and attainment in Wales. Lewis decided it was time for change and children of Wales should no longer be disadvantaged due to inequality and poverty. Educational attainment is a vital part of achieving in life but evidence suggests these factors can play a part in not allowing this to happen. (Lewis, 2014). The document set out 12 key objectives, one of which was to “engage families effectively in children’s learning and school life”. (Welsh Government, 2014, P.6) 
From this the Welsh government produced a toolkit called FaCE the challenge together: Family and community engagement for schools in Wales. The main purpose of this toolkit was to help schools to deliver and plan effective family engagement and to make this a whole school approach. First there needs to be engagement with the school as a whole and from this, ideas can be fed on how best to engage in their child’s learning. The toolkit gives ideas and possible resources to use to help engage with families, starting with small steps like making the school more inviting and welcoming. (Welsh Government, 2014). 
However this can prove difficult when over the years families had no connections with their child’s school, later encouraging an ‘open door policy’ which proved to be inappropriate due to anyone accessing schools for reasons other than dropping off and collecting their child. Now in place schools allow parents in however there is little engagement with families other than the transition times at the beginning and end of school and even then parents may not come into contact with a member of teaching staff. As first impressions mean everything not making a few minutes available to parents at the beginning and end of each day will not send out positive messages to parents. (Welsh Government, 2014).
Teachers have huge workloads and a lot of pressures to contend with, exams and inspections can be a very daunting process. Engaging with parents during these stressful times may not be a top priority. The desire to work in partnership with both parents and the school can be outweighed by the day to day challenges of everyday life. (Harris and Goodall, 2007). Not all teachers will go out of their way to find time to engage with families; however this lack of motivation can have a negative effect on schools themselves. Parents should feel welcomed and feel able to approach the teaching staff.
People in society today can be very judgemental and through their unconscious bias pass judgment without even realising it. Stereotypes have been in development for many years and social cognition research suggests it is how we make sense of each other. (REF) In the early 1900’s when European immigration began, social psychologists started to study stereotypes, and in the 1950’s Gordon Allport immersed stereotype research believing it all stems from culture such as media images, (Allport, 1979). In the 1980’s Patricia Devine was the first to demonstrate even well intentioned white people have racial tendencies from automatic association and will place racial labels on racial stereotypes, (Devine, 1989). Devine’s research demonstrates “people exhibit and implicit or unintentional racial bias”, (Devine, 1989, P.5).
Stereotyping is deeply rooted in our veins making it harder to change perception, our unconscious bias is always categorising without us even knowing. Judith Butler a feminist believes gender is culturally formed, she states “you are not born a boy or girl it is what comes from a collection of behaviours unto which we are socialised”. Biology does not determine gender differences, culture does. (Butler, 2006).
The way a teacher dresses, the age of a teacher, their characteristics could all be judgements parents make, in turn making the parents feel unable to approach teachers. This can be seen through socio-economic status as parents from deprived backgrounds are less likely to engage with the teachers, (ESTYN, 2013).  First days at school are the perfect opportunity to make a lasting impression with new parents ensuring they introduce themselves to both the child and their parents. The toolkit suggests ways to engage with these new families and suggests holding meet the parent/meet the family days. It also suggests clubs to engage parents and their children, something they would be able to attend together, (Welsh Government, 2014). Schools may wish to ask parents if they have any skills and are willing to share them with the school, for example a keen gardener or baker. 
A survey carried out in Chicago in 1999 found, high performing schools had greater engagement with families and their community and a general better understanding of the needs of their individual pupils and families compared with low performing schools having little appreciation for the community and their families, (Payne and Kaba, 1999). This research was carried out on staff at 210 schools and identified characteristics between high and low rated schools. It found teachers had a strong sense of ‘Inner city’ parents did not care causing tensions between parents and teachers. This is an example of Devine’s work (1989) of unintentional racial bias, making judgement on parents due to their backgrounds. However, Nordell, (2017) believes “Prejudice is a habit that can be broken”. (Nordell, 2017, P.5). Other evidence gathered from this survey found an initial increase in parent, teacher tension and found teachers that were willing to try new methods were generally the young primary teachers that had just graduated (Payne and Kaba, 1999). This can be linked with the findings from ESTYN, (2013) and OECD, (2011). Showing unconscious bias opinions and how parents are less likely to engage if they have had a negative experience of school.
The toolkit also emphasises the importance of family engagement around key transition points, for example when a child starts school or progresses between year groups. “Family-based support is one of the most significant contributors to children’s continued success in the education system, particularly during periods of educational transition”, (Harris and Goodall, 2009, P.5). Professor Donaldson also believes transition points are highly important stating “there needs to be more face to face discussions between teachers and with individuals” (Donaldson, 2015, P.82). Using these opportunities to engage with families will be vital in establishing key links to the families and gives opportunities to explore their background. This could in turn highlight potential risk factors or indicate where additional support may be required.
Theme three of the toolkit and the aims it sets out are all achievable outcomes, and they are designed to have very little financial implications, meaning they should be easier to implement. Where there may be the need of money to be spent it is suggested that money from the pupil deprivation grant (PDG) could be used. This is money given to schools to help the most deprived and in need children to give them the same opportunities to achieve academically in line with their peers. 
Parents usually want the best for their children and are usually willing to help in any way they can, a recent study carried out in England highlighted 72% of parents wanted more involvement with their child’s school, (Williams et. all, 2002). Schools need to be aiming for equity not equality, ensuring all children are given the same opportunities. An education adaptable for each individual not an education meant for all. Parents will always present as a barrier in some cases but if using the toolkit developed by the Welsh Government there really should be no reason why positive parental engagement cannot be achieved. Some parents may need a little bit more encouragement than others but getting these parents on board will have significant effects on the individual. “Parental involvement in a child’s schooling between the ages of 7 to 16 is a more powerful force than family background”. (Feinstein and Symons, 1999, P.51).
However, like with a lot of initiatives they are not statutory, this means not all schools will take on board the recommendations laid out by the Welsh Government. Some schools may feel they do not have enough time, money or resources. Some schools may find it easier to claim they have no clue about the resources than to actually try and implement them. If all the research suggests parental involvement will have only positive outcomes for learners then this sort of toolkit should be reviewed to ensure schools are implementing it. 
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