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Assignment Portfolio: ‘An Exploration into Effective Strategies for Engaging Parents in Early Years Education’
Abstract:
This research project explores effective strategies for engaging parents in Early Years Education, driven by the need to improve educational outcomes through proactive parental involvement. The study focuses on teachers and parents from diverse early years settings in South Wales, employing a purposive sample of 20-30 teachers and 30-50 parents. Data collection is conducted through semi-structured interviews and close-ended questionnaires to gather detailed insights into participants’ experiences, perceptions, and attitudes.
The literature review underscores the importance of professional development for teachers (Durand & Secakusuma, 2019), supportive environments for parental confidence (Harpaz & Grinshtain, 2020), and addressing stigma in teacher-parent interactions (Wilson & McGuire, 2021). Key studies indicate that tailored engagement strategies are necessary to meet the unique needs of families (Hornby & Blackwell, 2018; Posey-Maddox & Haley-Lock, 2020). Ethical considerations are central to the research, with informed consent, confidentiality, and minimizing harm to participants being prioritized. Triangulation is utilised to enhance the credibility and validity of findings, ensuring robust data analysis.
By addressing the dynamics of teacher-parent interactions, identifying successful engagement strategies, and evaluating practical solutions, this study aims to provide valuable insights and practical strategies to foster inclusive and supportive educational environments. The findings will inform current practices and guide future research in refining and testing parental engagement strategies across various educational settings. The research aspires to improve educational outcomes through proactive and inclusive parental involvement, contributing to the development of more effective and adaptable parental engagement strategies in Early Years Education.


Literature Review:
Introduction
Parental involvement is essential for the successful educational and social development of young children, especially in diverse and economically challenged areas. This literature review investigates the dynamics of teacher-parent interactions to identify effective engagement strategies, analyse the barriers to engagement, and evaluate practical approaches to overcoming these challenges. By systematically exploring these areas, the review aims to establish a solid foundation for research, aimed at refining and testing these strategies across various educational environments. This work seeks to support both current applications and future studies, ensuring that parental involvement strategies are effective and adaptable.
Dynamics of Teacher-Parent Interactions 
Understanding the dynamics between teachers and parents is essential for identifying effective strategies for parental engagement. Durand and Secakusuma (2019) highlight the crucial role of class teachers as connectors between schools and families, advocating for a shift from traditional teaching roles to facilitators of community and family empowerment. They emphasise the importance of professional development programs that equip teachers with skills to navigate complex family dynamics and community expectations effectively. 
Building on this, Harpaz and Grinshtain (2020) explore the positive impacts of effective parent-teacher interactions on parental engagement and children’s outcomes. They find that parental willingness to participate in education correlates strongly with their relationships with teachers and personal efficacy, which are influenced by socio-economic factors. This emphasises the need for supportive environments that enhance parental confidence and engagement. 
Additionally, Wilson and McGuire (2021) examine how stigma affects parent-teacher interactions, particularly among working-class mothers. Utilising Goffman’s Stigma Theory, they show how negative perceptions from educational staff can hinder parental involvement, highlighting the critical need for interventions in teacher training to address and mitigate these stigma perceptions.
Collectively, these studies emphasise the necessity for training programs that enable teachers to manage complex social dynamics and foster an inclusive educational environment, enhancing parental engagement in early years education.
Barriers to Effective Parental Engagement
Identifying and addressing barriers to effective parental engagement is crucial for fostering successful collaborations between parents and teachers. Hornby and Blackwell (2018) discuss the evolving dynamics of parental involvement, pointing out the need for schools to adapt their engagement strategies in response to both traditional and emerging societal barriers. They note challenges such as parents' negative educational experiences and logistical issues like work commitments, which are compounded by broader socio-economic changes.
Moreover, the study reveals that schools are increasingly taking on roles traditionally filled by community services, such as extending school hours and utilising digital communication tools, to overcome these barriers and foster parental involvement.
Posey-Maddox and Haley-Lock (2020) delve into the interconnected themes of work, family, and school, illustrating the discrepancies between school expectations and the realities of parental lives. They argue that engagement strategies need customization to fit individual family circumstances, promoting a more equitable and inclusive approach that accommodates the complexities of parental lives.
Effective Strategies for Enhanced Parental Engagement
Understanding the complex dynamics between parents and teachers and overcoming identified barriers are crucial for developing impactful parental engagement strategies. Goodall’s (2018) yearlong project supported 34 schools and staff by providing a toolkit and opportunities for school-to-school collaborative learning, aimed at enhancing learning within the home environment. This initiative shifted traditional involvement to more profound engagement strategies. However, while the toolkit significantly improved practices, it also highlighted the need for consistent professional development and implementation across schools to fully realize its benefits.
Jeynes (2018) introduces the Dual Navigation Approach (DNA), designed to balance home-based and school-based strategies, based on insights from six meta-analyses. This model highlights the importance of coordinating several types of involvement to optimise effectiveness. It offers a structured framework to enhance teacher-parent interactions and tackle barriers to effective engagement, ensuring that both home and school environments actively contribute to the educational process.
Integrating Jeynes' theoretical framework with Goodall’s practical tools suggests that effective parental engagement strategies should merge solid theoretical insights with actionable resources. Adopting Jeynes’ model can enhance understanding of parental involvement concepts, while Goodall’s toolkit provides the means for practical application, ensuring strategic and operational coherence in schools.
Conclusion
This review highlights the critical role of parental engagement in Early Years Education. Key studies, such as those by Durand and Secakusuma (2019) and Harpaz and Grinshtain (2020), emphasise the importance of nurturing positive teacher-parent interactions and addressing barriers related to socio-economic factors and stigma.
The review literature suggests that effective engagement strategies need to be tailored to the unique needs of families (Hornby and Blackwell, 2018 and Posey-Maddox and Haley Lock, 2020). Integrating practical tools, like those from Goodall (2018), with theoretical frameworks, such as Jeynes' (2018) Dual Navigation Approach, shows promise for enhancing parental involvement.
The next steps involve testing these strategies in various early years settings to refine and test their effectiveness, directly aligning with the reviews research focus on improving teacher-parent engagement. This aims to enhance educational outcomes and ensure that parental involvement is proactive and inclusive.


Research Methods:
Methodological Considerations
This section of the research portfolio will outline and evaluate the chosen research methods and ethical considerations for the proposed research topic. “How to engage parents as a teacher within Early Years Education.”
Chosen Sample
The research sample will consist of teachers and parents from multiple early years settings in South Wales. Teachers and parents are directly involved in the educational and social development of young children, making them key informants for understanding what effective engagement strategies could look like (Durand and Secaksuma, 2019; Harpaz and Grishtain, 2020) Additionally, South Wales provides a diverse socio-economic landscape, which is a key factor for understanding the various barriers and facilitators to parental engagement (Wilson and McGuire, 2021).
Children will not be engaged during the initial research process as the topic is linked directly to parents and teachers and their relationship in supporting children.
The proposed research will aim to utilise a non-probability purposive sample size of 20-30 teachers and 30 – 50 parents across three different early years settings in South Wales. These ranges would ensure a depth and breadth of perspectives and data and remains manageable for conducting detailed semi-structured interviews without the logistical and financial burdens of a larger sample. (Cohen and Manion, 2018). Furthermore, a non-probability sample would allow for the selection of participants who are both knowledgeable and relevant to the research question.
Chosen Methods for Data Collection
Qualitative, Quantitative vs Mixed Methods 
The research project will primarily employ qualitative methods within an action research framework (Cohen and Manion, 2018), as this method would be most effective for exploring participants’ experiences, perceptions and attitudes in depths (Creswell, 2014). This method aligns with the need to the capture detailed data about the dynamics of teacher parent interactions and the barriers to engagement (Posey-Maddox & Haley-Lock, 2020). As well as exploring feelings, and interactions that occur in early years setting, which are crucial for understanding the nuances of parental engagement (Cohen and Manion, 2018).
Quantitative methods were considered but not chosen. While these methods could provide numerical data on engagement levels, they lack the depth required to understand the underlying reasons, thoughts, and contextual factors influencing engagement. The exploratory nature of the research question emphasises understanding the "how" and "why" behind the impact of parental engagement with early years education.
Data Collection Techniques 
The research will adopt Semi-structured interviews and close-ended questionnaires with potential of expanding into case studies should resources and time allow it.
Interviews: Suitability for Qualitative Depth
As the literature review highlighted, the importance of understanding family dynamics through direct interaction and the value of parental engagement through relationships places the interview as a prime method for the research project (Durand & Secakusuma, 2019; Harpaz & Grinshtain, 2020).
Semi-structured interviews will allow a flexible format, which would give the interviewer prepared questions as well as affording the interviewer to probe deeper based on the responses received. This type of interview allows for more depth and detail in the data collected for the research project. Making it ideal for exploratory research where understanding the depth of parents’ and teachers’ feelings and thoughts is crucial.
According to Cresswell (2014), They allow for exploring complex dynamics and detailed narratives that can reveal underlying motivations and feelings.
Interviews provide valuable qualitative data but have several limitations. They require a lot of time and resources for conducting, recording, and analysing, making them costly in terms of both time and effort (Cohen and Manion, 2018; Bailey,1994). Interviews can also introduce bias; the interviewer's presence might influence participants to answer in ways they think are expected. Moreover, the data from interviews can be overwhelming and complex, requiring significant effort to sort, analyse, and present effectively (Winwood, 2019).
Questionnaire: Suitability for Efficiency and Breadth
Questionnaires are useful for gathering initial data that can inform interview processes. They allow for effective data collection from larger samples promptly and economically, offering broad overviews of trends and or patterns across the sample groups (Bryman, 2016). They are a versatile method for collecting both quantitative and qualitative data.
Within the context of the research project, questionnaires will provide a structured way to collect demographic and preliminary data as well as contextual information to quantify and highlight aspects of parental engagement.
Their structured format, especially with closed-ended questions, may limit the depth of responses, failing to capture all aspects of respondents' feelings or insights (Cohen and Manion, 2018). As such the research project will utilise a combination of mixed structured questioning methods and will pilot and refine the questionnaire before finalising (Bartram, 2019).
For the research project, the questionnaires will consist of closed-ended question and Likert scale question, whilst expanding on the data during the interview stage (Fowler, 2014).
Limitations
Subjectivity
Qualitative research can be subjective. The researcher's own beliefs and ideas might influence what they observe and how they interpret the data, potentially introducing bias. To address this, triangulation is employed as a strategy to enhance the credibility and validity of the findings.
Triangulation
Triangulation involves using multiple data sources or methods to confirm the reliability of the findings. This approach is crucial in qualitative research to ensure that the interpretations are not just reflections of the researcher’s preconceptions. According to Heale and Forbes (2017), employing various data collection techniques such as interviews, questionnaires, and potentially case studies help cross-verify findings. 
This methodological strategy helps ground the research findings more solidly in verified data, enhancing their validity and credibility. Additionally, Denzin (2017) emphasises that triangulation can involve diverse types of methods, such as combining qualitative and quantitative approaches, to provide a more comprehensive analysis. Patton (2015) supports this, noting that using different methods or sources allows researchers to approach the data from multiple perspectives, thus providing a robust defence against the bias that could be introduced by using a single method.
By applying triangulation, the research project can mitigate the natural subjectivity of qualitative analysis, ensuring that conclusions drawn are well-supported and reflective of the data collected rather than biases.
Time and Resources
Qualitative methods like interviews and questionnaires take a lot of time and effort. They involve in-depth planning, data collection and detailed analysis, which can require a lot of resources.
Allocating resources thoughtfully, ensuring sufficient time is dedicated to each phase of the research project, especially data analysis, scheduling sessions and organising data systematically to manage time efficiently will allow for the research project to avoid time and resource limitations.
Hawthorne Effect
According to McCambridge (2014) the Hawthorne effect applies when participants within a research setting know that they are being studied through interviews or questionnaires, they are open to altering their behaviour or responses such as presenting themselves in a more favourable light or in was they may think the researcher wants.
This change in behaviour can impact the validity of the research projects data, such as answering questions based on what they believe to be the expectation rather than to share how they truly feel.
The research project would need to take into consideration the data collected may not be a true representation of what the data may show and as such would need to be aware of the Hawthorne effect when drawing conclusions.
Halo Effect
Another cognitive bias the research project must consider is the Halo effect. The halo effect occurs when one noticeable trait of a participant, such as being very articulate, influences a researcher's overall impression of them. This bias was identified by Edward L. Thorndike and further explored by Solomon Asch, showing how early positive traits can lead researchers to view other unrelated aspects of a person more favourably, regardless of their actual attributes (Neugaard, 2024).
This can impact the accuracy of research data, particularly in studies on how teachers engage with parents in early years settings. For example, a teacher's confidence in an interview might make them appear more effective than they are.
To reduce this bias, the research could use a combination of methods like structured questionnaires and multiple interviews to ensure a more objective evaluation of each participant's capabilities and behaviours. This helps prevent skewed conclusions based on first impressions (Cohen and Manion, 2018).
Why Other Data Collection Methods Were Not Chosen
In the context of this research project on how teachers can engage parents within early years settings, the chosen data collection methods of semi-structured interviews and close-ended questionnaires were specifically selected for their relevance and effectiveness. Other potential data collection methods, such as the use of larger scale samples, direct observations, or open-ended surveys, were considered but not chosen due to several considerations.
Direct Observation methods can provide unfiltered data on behaviours and interactions. However, they were deemed less suitable due to the intrusive nature of observations which could alter the behaviour of teachers and parents. This is connected to the Hawthorne effect, where people alter their behaviour due to the awareness of being observed (Cohen and Manion, 2018; Rozahegyi, 2019).
Extensive Open-Ended Surveys can generate vast amounts of qualitative data that are complex and time-consuming to analyse and interpret. However, due to time and resource constraints, this method might not provide the focused insights required within the constraints of the research project (Cohen and Manion, 2018).
Statistical large-scale surveys can efficiently gather broad numerical data; however, they do not capture the depth of individual experiences and detailed insights needed to fully understand the nuances of teacher-parent interactions (Cohen and Manion, 2018).
The selected methods of semi-structured interviews and close-ended questionnaires allow a balance between obtaining detailed qualitative insights and efficiently gathering quantifiable data that can inform broader trends.


Ethical Considerations
This section focusses on the importance of ethical considerations to protect all those involved in the research project. Ethical guidelines emphasise the necessity of prioritising the dignity, well-being, and rights of all participants, particularly children and their families, who may require additional care due to their vulnerability. Ensuring informed consent, confidentiality, and minimizing harm are crucial components. Ethical practices are essential for building trust and upholding the integrity and validity of the study, which benefits educational practices and policies (Cohen & Manion, 2018; Palaiologou, 2012).
Informed Consent
Obtaining Consent
According to Cohen and Manion (2018) and Alan Bryman (2016), in educational and social research, it is essential to provide participants with comprehensive information about the study, including its purpose, procedures, potential risks, and benefits.
Participants of the research project will be provided with an information sheet explaining the proposed studies purpose, procedures, potential risks, and benefits. This is to ensure that potential participants are sufficiently aware of the research so that they can make an informed decision about their potential participation. Maintaining the voluntary nature of their participation (BERA, 2024).
The research project must also, ensure that participants are competent to give consent, meaning that individuals should be capable of understanding the information provided to them and can make an informed decision based on that information (BPS, 2021). The research project will entail the provision of comprehensive yet understandable information sheets that will be provided to potential participants, whilst the researcher would check to see that participation is voluntary and the participant is able and competent in their decision to take part in the research. This is particularly significant when dealing with vulnerable groups or children, where consent might also need to be obtained from a legal guardian or caregiver (Cohen and Manion, 2018).
 
Finally, another consideration of the research project would be to ensure that all consent must be free of coercion, whist all participants being informed that they are free to withdraw from the study at any time without any negative repercussions. This freedom ensures the ethical integrity of the research and respects the autonomy of the participants (Cohen and Manion, 2018).
Cohen and Manion (2018) and The British Psychological Society (BPS) (2021), emphasise the need for researchers to ensure that participants understand all information given to them for proper consent.
While the current research project does not involve children, it is crucial to ensure that if children are included in future studies, they are provided with age-appropriate information about the research. Children should be made aware of what they are consenting to, and their level of understanding should be considered (Cohen & Manion, 2018). In cases where children cannot provide consent, institutional, legal, and parental guidelines must be followed (Green, 2012).
These principles aim to protect the autonomy and well-being of child participants in research, ensuring that their participation is both informed and voluntary,
Confidentiality and Anonymity
The research project will aim to protect the information of participants to adhere to GDPR 2018 and Data Protection Act 2018 by utilising several strategies.
Using pseudonyms and codes, will the research ensure confidentiality rather than using participants real names. This will help protect the identities of participants, especially when dealing with sensitive information (BERA 2024; Gray, 2012).
Through secure data storage, data will be securely stored with restricted and limited access to the research team only. This includes using password-protected files and ensuring any identifiable data are kept separated from other data to minimise and prevent unauthorised access or misuse.
These practices are essential for maintaining the integrity of the research and ensuring that participants' identities and personal information are protected throughout the research (Cohen and Manion, 2018).
Minimising Risk
Participants: Identifying and Supporting Emotional Distress
Cohen and Manion (2018) emphasise the importance of considering the emotional and psychological well-being of participants, especially when sensitive topics are involved. They further suggest the use of pre-interview briefings and debriefings, along with signposting to external support services where appropriate for participants' aftercare. These strategies would ensure that the participants are well-informed about the research project's structure and feel supported throughout the research process. 
According to NSPCC (2024), explaining research confidentiality and obtaining informed consent is crucial. Before participation, children should understand the nature of the research, the use of their information, and any circumstances under which confidentiality may be broken. This approach helps in reducing anxiety and promoting a sense of safety among participants.
Researchers: Ensuring a Safe Environment for Interviews
According to Cohen and Manion (2018), ensuring the safety of researchers is crucial, especially when conducting fieldwork or interviews. They further suggest that interviews should be conducted in safe and neutral settings to protect both the researcher and the participant. As such, the research project will conduct interviews in familiar and/or public environments to help reduce potential risks, such as personal safety concerns. 
Additionally, NSPCC (2024) recommends conducting research in a friendly and comfortable environment and avoiding times when support services are unavailable, which can help in creating a safer and more supportive setting for both researchers and participants.
 
University: Compliance with Ethical Standards
The university has a responsibility to ensure that research conducted under its supervision adheres to ethical standards. Cohen and Manion (2018) discuss the role of institutional review boards or ethics committees in regularly reviewing research activities to ensure compliance with both institutional and legal ethical standards. 
As such, the research project will strive to adopt regular reviews whilst adhering to approved protocols to better maintain the integrity of ethics. This will ensure that the research protects the university’s reputation whilst also ensuring the safety of everyone involved both directly and indirectly in the research project. 
The NSPCC (2024) also highlights the importance of adapting data collection methodologies to minimise distress, which includes thoughtful placement of sensitive questions and allowing breaks during data collection, further ensuring ethical compliance and participant well-being.
These mitigating strategies are essential practices in modern research to ensure ethical compliance while protecting the interests of all parties involved.
Data Collection and Storage
The collection and storage of data for the research project must be done in compliance with appropriate guidelines and legislation (Cohen and Manion, 2018; BPS, 2021).
The Data Protection Act 2018 and General Data Protection Act 2018 law applies in terms of handling, storage and use of data that is collected within the research project. This ensures the privacy of all parties involved, especially of the participants (BERA, 2024).
Participants also will be made aware of and be offered their rights in being able request to see their data and records whilst being able to have it amended and or deleted. As well as this they will be able to withdraw from the research at any point in time of the research project.
In the case of the need to break confidentiality, participants will need to be made aware from the outset of the research project, that confidentiality may need to be broken under certain circumstances, these according to BERA 2024 can consist of the following scenarios.
According to BERA (2024) and BPS (2021), Researchers must inform participants that confidentiality may be broken in exceptional circumstances, especially if it involves illegal or harmful actions, such as abuse or terrorism. They should seek advice from a responsible person before making such disclosures and, if safe to do so, inform participants of their intentions. Decisions to override confidentiality must be carefully considered and documented.
Conclusion
This research project aims to explore effective ways to engage parents in Early Years Education using qualitative methods. By selecting a purposive sample of teachers and parents within South Wales, the study includes diverse perspectives and experiences that are essential for understanding the challenges and opportunities in parental engagement. The chosen methods - semi-structured interviews and close-ended questionnaires – will be ideal for gathering detailed insights while managing practical constraints of the research.
Ethical considerations are a key part of the research design, ensuring participants' rights and well-being are protected. Informed consent, confidentiality, and the mitigation of risks will be prioritised to maintain the study's integrity. The use of triangulation enhances the reliability and validity of potential findings, ensuring that the conclusions drawn are well-supported by the data collected.
Moving forward, this research aims to provide valuable insights into Early Years Education, offering both practical and theoretical foundations for future studies and applications. By addressing barriers and utilising effective engagement strategies, the study hopes to contribute to more inclusive and supportive educational environments. 
The findings will inform current practices and guide future research in refining and testing effective parental engagement strategies across various educational settings.
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