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Abstract

This study investigates how primary schools in the United Kingdom can effectively support parental engagement despite the recognised barriers within communities facing socio-economic disadvantage. Whilst parent involvement is largely recognised as a key factor in improving pupil outcomes, families in areas of high deprivation often face systemic barriers that limit their ability to engage with their child’s education. These barriers can include financial hardship, limited access to digital resources and a lack of confidence due to previous negative experiences within education. Drawing on a wide range of secondary qualitative and quantitative data, this research will synthesise findings from government reports, academic literature, and national data sets to identify and evaluate evidence-based approaches on how they encourage parental engagement.  Set within the context of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s) specifically SDG4 (Quality Education) and SDG10 (reduce inequalities), the research highlights the role of parental engagement in promoting educational equity and social inclusion. Key findings demonstrate the importance of schools developing and implementing a strategic plan for parental engagement, improving communication, creating flexible and inclusive opportunities, the effective use of grant funding and tackling digital exclusion. The study concludes with practical recommendations for educators, policymakers and community organisations and suggests directions for future research to further support inclusive educational practices in Wales. 


Introduction
Parental engagement in education is widely recognised as an important contributory factor in improved pupil outcomes and achievement. The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) supports this view, reporting that effective parental engagement can lead to an average of four months additional academic progress for pupils. (Education Endowment Foundation, n.d.). When parents actively engage in their child’s learning there is a demonstrable positive impact across multiple domains of pupil development, including academic attainment, overall achievement, behaviour regulation and emotional wellbeing (Durisic, M. 2017).  
This engagement is especially important in low-income communities, where children often face additional barriers to their educational attainment, such as parental unemployment, housing instability and adverse childhood experiences (ACE’s). In such contexts, schools have realised they cannot operate in isolation and that they must work collaboratively with families and other professional agencies to create a supportive learning environment that extends beyond the classroom (Fan & Chen, 2001; Hill & Tyson, 2009).
Recent research undertaken by (Bond, Moore, and Hawkins 2004). Indicated that parental engagement in schools in areas of high deprivation is far more complex than it first appears. Whilst many parents often engage in visible school-based activities such as concerts, sports days, fundraising etc.; there tends to be less involvement in supporting their child’s ‘formal’ learning at home. This disparity is often linked to different people’s interpretations of what ‘learning’ means, in most schools, learning is closely aligned to formal academic outcomes and standardised assessments, however many parents see learning as something that happens informally, through everyday tasks like cooking, reading books, and participating in craft activities. 
Bond, Moore, and Hawkins (2004) explored this discrepancy in a small study of Welsh Primary schools who were taking part in the Summer Holiday Enrichment Programme (SHEP). This programme is a school-based scheme providing healthy meals, nutrition education, physical activity, and enrichment sessions to pupils in areas of socio-economic disadvantage for 12 days during the school summer holidays (Welsh Government 2025).  Researchers found that whilst parents believed they were actively supporting their child’s development at home, the schools often failed to recognise or value their contributions. For example, parents described helping their child to learn through arts and crafts, baking, or having simple conversations, however, because these activities didn’t align with the school’s formal curriculum and assessment frameworks, they were often overlooked or dismissed by the staff. These findings support the work of Harris (2008) whose study of English primary schools revealed that it was often the schools themselves, rather than the parents that were perceived as ‘hard to reach’. This research highlighted a significant disconnect between schools and parents of what constitutes as meaningful engagement. This research revealed a disconnect between schools and parents in their understanding of meaningful engagement, often leading to mutual frustration. Many parents felt that their contributions such as informal learning or emotional encouragement, were overlooked, while schools tended to equate meaningful involvement with more visible, formal activities like helping with homework. However, this belief is not fully supported by evidence, the Education Endowment Foundation (n.d.) found that while homework can have a positive impact in high school settings, its effect in primary is significantly smaller, suggesting that schools maybe overestimating its values as measure of parental engagement.
Saeki, Chang, and Osipova (2017) argue that schools underestimate the challenges that low-income families continuously face. Schools without a clear understanding of the socio-economic realities in which their families live, such as financial precarity, housing instability and time poverty may be invertedly imposing normative expectations of parental involvement that do not reflect the families lived realities.  
Expectations like attending regular meetings, consistently helping with homework, or participating in school events can inadvertently alienate parents who are constrained from engaging in these conventional forms of engagement. This misalignment not only reinforces deficit-based narratives but also undermines the potential for equitable and authentic partnership between home and school. 
Simes and Sheridan’s (2014) study of Scottish primary schools and Early Education & Childcare Centres (EECC’s) highlighted how this cycle can be broken. They found that when the schools-built trust and genuinely recognised the efforts that parents were making, no matter how small it encouraged parents to become far more involved in their child’s learning at home. This recognition helped parents feel valued and respected which in turn motivated them to stay engaged. However, this is in contrast to the findings of Bond (2014) where parental engagement in Welsh schools was often shaped by different dynamics, as some schools struggled to create the same level of trust and have relied on a more traditional, one size fits all approaches to family involvement which has proved to be unsuccessful. This highlights the importance of schools knowing their families and the ability to adapt their strategies to the meet the specific needs and realities of the communities they serve. 
Ultimately, these studies suggest that whilst parent engagement is important it is more than just about inviting families into the school building, it’s about creating a culture of empathy, flexibility, and mutual respect. When schools take the time to understand families’ lived experiences and respond with compassion, they start to build the foundations for stronger partnerships that benefit everyone.
In Wales, the importance of parental engagement is highlighted by Welsh Governments unwavering commitment to equity, excellence, and inclusiveness in education (Newton, 2025). Welsh Government has long prioritised community involvement and holistic approaches to learning, as reflected in the Curriculum for Wales (2022), Children and young people’s plan (2022) and the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015. However, despite these progressive frameworks, significant challenges remain, especially in areas of socio-economic deprivation. Welsh primary schools in low-income communities often struggle to generate any consistent and meaningful parental involvement due to a complex interplay of factors, including economic hardship, limited access to resources, and an embedded historical mistrust of educational institutions (Reid, 2005). This is despite evidence suggesting that when schools actively involve parents especially those from underrepresented backgrounds, children’s academic outcomes can improve significantly. (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021)
This study seeks to explore the questions: What are the barriers and strategies primary schools in low-income communities can implement to engage parents? and how does the education sector contribute or hinder SDG4 and SDG 10? This inquiry is essential, as it aligns with the UK’s broader educational reform agenda and its commitment to social justice.
The relevance of this study becomes even more apparent when considered in relation to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), in particular SDG 4, which focuses on quality education and SDG 10 which addresses the reduction of inequalities. 
Sustainable Development Goal 4 aims to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” (United Nations, 2015). In Wales, this global objective resonates with national efforts to create an education system that supports every learner, regardless of their socio-economic background. One effective strategy for achieving this inclusivity is through active parental involvement, which serves to strengthen the connection between home and school environments. This approach is particularly beneficial for children from disadvantaged backgrounds as it helps ensure they receive the support necessary for academic and personal success.
Sustainable Development Goal 10 focuses on reducing inequality within and among countries, a priority that remains highly relevant in the UK where educational disparities persist. Children from lower income households face systemic barriers that hinder their academic performance compared to their more affluent peers (OECD, 2023). However, if parents are seen to model and scaffold a culture of learning at home, reinforce educational values and develop stronger home school relationships, all of which contribute to a more equitable educational environment (Cunningham 2018).
Methodology
This study adopts a mixed methods approach, drawing on both qualitative and quantitative secondary data to explore how primary schools in socio-economically disadvantaged areas engage with parents. It aims to understand how these engagement strategies support or potentially hinder progress towards Sustainable Development Goal 4 (Quality Education) and Sustainable Development Goal 10 (Reduced Inequalities). Rooted in an interpretivist paradigm, the study seeks to understand the lived experiences and contextual realities of parents, pupils, and educators.  This perspective is particularly relevant in disadvantaged communities where barriers to engagement maybe more complex and deeper rooted (Grayson, 2013).  
In addition to qualitative insights, the study uses descriptive statistical analysis to identify patterns in educational outcomes and equity indicators, helping build a holistic view of how parental engagement is functioning across different UK communities. 
This study does not involve the direct collection of primary data directly from schools or families, instead it relies exclusively on publicly available secondary sources. In selecting data sources for this study, due consideration was given to ensuring both relevance and reliability. Priority was given to materials focused on the United Kingdom and where possible specifically on the Welsh education system. This included national reports, local studies and policy documents that reflect the unique educational landscape of Wales. When international sources were used, they were interpreted through the lens of the UK and Welsh context to maintain relevance and applicability (OECD, 2023).  
To maintain academic rigour only well established and credible sources were included- such as peer reviewed journal articles, official government reports and reports from recognised organisations. In some cases, grey literature was also considered particularly when it offered valuable insights not captured in more formal research. By applying these criteria, the study ensures that its findings are grounded in high quality evidence and remain closely aligned with the realities of primary education in Wales.

To analyse the data, the study uses two main methods, firstly a thematic analysis which was used to identify common themes and strategies around parental engagement and secondly, a descriptive analysis is used to examine trends in attainment, funding, and digital resources across different socio-economic groups. This mixed methods approach allows for a holistic understanding of the issue as it highlights not just the numbers and outcomes but also the lived experiences and challenges that shape how schools and families interact, especially in communities that are facing economic hardship. 
To ensure that the outcomes of this study are both relevant and reliable a clear set of criteria guided the selection of secondary data sources. Only, materials directly related to Sustainable Development Goal 4 and 10 were included, with a focus on themes such as educational attainment gaps, access to learning resources, and the influence of socio-economic status on educational outcomes (United Nations 2015). The study specifically concentrates on primary education, as this stage is widely recognised as critical for the development of foundational cognitive, social, and emotional skills (UNESCO 2017). It also represents a pivotal period for establishing strong reciprocal relationships between home and school which is a necessity for developing long term educational success and engagement. Moreover, early education provides a vital opportunity to establish strong, reciprocal relationships between families and schools, relationships that are essential for creating long term engagement and academic success (Goodall & Montgomery, 2014) 
Literature Review

Parental engagement is often described as one of the most important influences on a child’s success in school as Chen (2024) notes, “Parental involvement is one of the most important influences on a child’s success in school” (para.2.). When schools and families work together effectively, children are more likely to have good attendance, engage fully in their learning and achieve higher outcomes. However, in communities facing economic hardship, the relationship between schools and families is often more complex and nuanced. It is shaped by a range of social, cultural, and structural factors that can either support or hinder what meaningful parental engagement looks like in practice. These influences affect the common barriers families face, the strategies that have proven effective, and the ways in which national and local policies across the UK and Wales are working together to strengthen this crucial aspect of education. 

To understand the relationship between home and school and how they interact it is first helpful to make sense of some of the theories that have shaped thinking in this area. One of the most commonly used theories is Epstein’s Framework of Parent Involvement (Epstein 1995). Epstein developed this model in the 1990s and it outlined six different ways in which parents could become involved in their child’s education. In 2019 Epstein and his colleagues expanded and refined this theory, however, the guiding principles remain the same, these included basic parenting, improved communication between home and school, helping with learning at home, volunteering for school events, participating in school decision making and collaborating with the wider community. Sometimes referred to as the School Family Community Partnership Model this framework recognises that there is no singular way to be involved therefore different families can contribute in different ways that suits then and their context and all are valid and important. These principles align closely with Welsh Governments Community Focussed Schools (Welsh Government, 2022) this approach encourages schools to become hubs of support for the pupils, families, and communities in which they serve. They are encouraged to do this by promoting inclusive communication and shared decision making, offering wraparound services, encouraging community partnerships, and supporting parental engagement.  

Whilst Epstein’s model encourages schools to see the full picture of parental involvement and to value the diverse ways in which families can support their child’s education it also does not fully recognise that not all families have the ability to participate and overlooks the challenges faced by those in disadvantaged circumstances (Goodhall & Montgomery, 2014). Epstein’s model also does not fully address the imbalance of power between home and school, the growing importance of digital communication in education and how the six categories may oversimplify the complex and overlapping nature of real-world engagement. 

In contrast to Epstein’s model which isolates schools and families as primary influencers and does not consider the socio-economic disadvantages. Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of social class, particularly cultural capital and habitus gives insight into the disparities in parental engagement in education. Bourdieu (1986) argued that families from different social classes possess varying levels of cultural capital, knowledge, language, values, and behaviours that are valued by the education system. Middle and upper class parents often have greater access to this capital, which enables them to navigate the school system more effectively, confidently communicate with school and support their child’s learning in a way that aligns with the schools’ expectations. In contrast working-class families may face barriers such as unfamiliarity with school norms, limited time due to work demands, or a sense of exclusion rooted in their social positioning (Reay, 1998). Bourdieu found that the differences were not due to a lack of care or interest, but rather it reflected the structural inequalities that shaped how parents engaged with the school. Bourdieu’s theory thus highlights that parental involvement is not just a matter of individual choice but is deeply influenced by social class and the unequal distribution of resources and recognition within the education system. 

Bourdieu theory recognised that countries need to recognise and value diverse forms of parental knowledge and engagement, rather than expecting all families to conform to a narrow, middle-class model of engagement. This would mean that schools would need to alter their practices to be more inclusive of different cultural norms, provide support for parents with limited education or language barriers and develop genuine relationships and partnerships that respected a family’s lived experience. By shifting from a deficit model of parental engagement to one that acknowledges structural inequalities, educational systems would be able to create more equitable opportunities for all parents to engage in their child’s learning.

In contrast to Bourdieu’s Social Class Theory, which examines how social structures and class-based inequalities inform educational engagement, Brofenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) looks at a broader, systems-based perspective, by situating the child at the centre of multiple interacting environments, such as family and school (microsystem) to broader influences such as government policy, cultural norms, and socioeconomic conditions (exosystem and macrosystem). Bronfenbrenner’s emphasis on bidirectional influence where children both shape and are shaped by their environments has made the model popular in inclusive and culturally responsive education systems such as China and Australia (Perera, 2023; Tong & An 2023). However, due to its complex nature practical application can prove challenging and many studies fail to utilise the full Process-Person-Context-Time (PPCT) model, limiting its depth.

Whilst the study acknowledges that most parents in socio-economically derived areas actively seek to be involved in their child’s education, many parents face real and complex challenges which make engaging with schools incredibly difficult. These barriers are often more pronounced in communities experiencing poverty and social disadvantage.

Barriers to Engagement

Poverty remains one of the most significant barriers to parental engagement in education. Families living in socio-economically deprived areas often struggle to meet basic physiological and safety needs such as access to adequate food, housing, and reliable transport. Within this framework, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943) provides a useful theoretical tool; when families are preoccupied with fulfilling foundational needs at the base of the hierarchy, such as survival and security, they are less likely to prioritise the higher order needs like belonging, esteem, or self-actualisation. In educational terms this means that attending school events, supporting homework, or engaging in school governance may not be viable, not due to a lack of interest or care but because more immediate concerns dominate their cognitive resources. This is supported by Vincent (1996) who argued that there isn’t a level playing field amongst parents, stating that it leans towards middle class norms of engagement and may unintentionally marginalise families from less advantaged backgrounds. 

Time constraints represent a significant and often underappreciated barrier to parental engagement, particularly within low-income households. Many parents in these communities work multiple jobs or long hours, often in precarious or inflexible employment, which severely limits their ability to attend school events. In addition to employment demands, caregiving responsibilities such as looking after younger children, elderly relatives or family members with additional needs further restrict their availability. Research undertaken by Calderon-Villarreal et al. (2025) found that time constraints were the most frequently cited barrier to parental involvement among caregivers in socio-economically disadvantaged communities. Similarly, Baker et al. (2016) identified time conflicts as one of several core themes that arose from their analysis of engagement barriers, noting that schools often fail to communicate and accommodate the realities of parent schedules. These findings suggest that traditional models of parental involvement often based on physical presence and scheduled participation are misaligned with the realities lived by low-income families. This misalignment has broader implications for educational equity and social inclusion, directly overlapping with SDG 4 (Quality Education) and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities). SDG4 calls for inclusive and equitable education, yet rigid engagement expectations may inadvertently exclude those in need of the most support. SDG 10 emphasizes the reduction of inequalities, which would require schools to recognise and address the constraints that limit parental participation and engagement. By viewing parental engagement as a matter of capacity rather than willingness encourage more inclusive and response educational practices, ones that acknowledge the socio-economic realities of families and promote genuine partnerships between home and school. 
Language and cultural differences can present substantial barriers to parental engagement especially if schools are in diverse and multilingual communities.  Parents in the UK who may speak English or Welsh as an additional language may find school communications confusing, inaccessible or intimidating. This may lead to misunderstandings, missed opportunities for involvement/collaboration and a sense of exclusion from their child’s education. Moreover, cultural expectations regarding the roles of parents in school can differ markedly from those assumed by schools in the UK. In some cultures, education is viewed as the sole responsibility of the school and parental involvement may be seen as inappropriate or even disrespectful. These differing expectations can result in schools wrongly misinterpreting a lack of engagement as a parent’s disinterest when in fact it may stem from deeply held cultural norms or communication barriers. Research undertaken by Cunningham (2018) highlighted that language and cultural issues are among the most persistent barriers to parental engagement in UK primary schools, particularly when schools adopt a ‘one size fits all’ approach to communication and involvement. Similarly, Harris and Goodhall (2007) emphasize the need for personalising engagement strategies to reflect the diverse backgrounds and needs of families. They noted that effective parental involvement is dependent on schools recognising and understanding varying cultural differences. These insights are pertinent to the goals of SDG 4 which promotes inclusive and equitable quality education for all and SDG 10 which aims to reduce inequalities within and among countries. Failure to address a schools linguistic and cultural barrier not only undermines efforts to create an inclusive school environment, but it also perpetuates educational differences amongst already marginalized groups. By schools seeking to adopt culturally responsive practices and multilingual communication strategies, they are better placed to support their diverse families, enhance parental engagement, and contribute successfully towards to the global agenda for educational equity and social inclusion for all.
Confidence and prior educational experiences play a critical role in shaping parental engagement. Parents who have had negative experiences during their own schooling may approach interactions schools with anxiety, mistrust, or a sense of inadequacy. Outwardly this may manifest as a parent’s reluctance or refusal to attend meetings, an unwillingness to communicating with the school or complete avoidance in involving themselves in their child’s learning. These parents often fear being judged, misunderstood, or exposed for not knowing the ‘correct’ way of doing things to support their child at home. These internalised barriers can contribute to the repeated cycle of disengagement and where limited contact is misinterpreted by schools as disinterest or neglect it further alienates families from education. Research undertaken by Harris and Goodhall (2007) highlighted that parental confidence is a key factor to engagement, particularly in communities where historical inequalities and negative schooling experiences are widespread. Their findings suggest that schools must work hard to rebuild the community’s trust and create an inclusive environment that values parents’ contributions, regardless of their educational background. Similarly, Axford et al (2019) argued that schools should adopt a relational approach that prioritizes empathy, respect, and cultural sensitivity to overcome these psychological and emotional barriers. This issue is deeply intertwined with the goals of SDG 4 and SDG 10, as when schools fail to fully acknowledge the emotional and psychological dimensions of parental disengagement, they risk perpetuating the continuous cycle of exclusion, that disproportionately affects marginalised families. Tackling these barriers requires a shift from transactional models of engagement focused on compliance and information sharing to transformational approaches that recognise the socio-emotional legacies of education and actively empower all parents as valued partners in their child’s learning. 
In wake of the COVID-19 pandemic digital exclusion has emerged as a barrier to equitable parental engagement, which accelerated the digitisation of home school communication and learning.  In a report published by (OECD 2023) it recognised that persistent digital inequalities undermined digital equity and inclusion particularly for the most disadvantaged children and communities. Many schools now rely on digital platforms to share information, assign homework tasks, and maintain contact with families. However, this shift has inadvertently marginalised families who lack access to reliable internet, digital devices, or the necessary digital literacy to navigate these systems effectively. According to the Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2022), only 60% of households in the lowest income bracket in Wales report having reliable internet access, highlighting the stark digital divide which disproportionately affects already disadvantaged communities.  Research by Facer & Selwyn (2021) stresses that digital engagement is shaped by a complex interplay of access, skills and confidence and that assumptions of universal digital competence risk reinforcing existing disparities. These inequalities are directly relevant to the aims of SDG 4 and SDG 10 as when digital tools become the main means of communication and learning, without adequate provision for accessibility and inclusion, schools risk embedding educational disadvantage rather than alleviating it. Addressing digital exclusion requires a multi-faceted systemic approach that includes investment in infrastructure, targeted digital literacy initiatives and inclusive communication strategies that do not assume a baseline of access or competence. Only through such measures can schools ensure that digital engagement strategies enhance, rather than detract from educational equity and social justice. 
Barriers to parental engagement whether structural, socio-economic, cultural, or digital rarely exist in isolation. Rather, they are deeply intertwined and rooted within broader systemic inequalities that shape families’ everyday experiences. Overcoming these challenges requires more than superficial efforts from schools, such as inviting parents to assemblies or sending out generic newsletters. It demands a paradigm shift in how schools conceptualise engagement, one that moves away from transactional approaches toward more relational, context sensitive approaches. To do this effectively schools must develop a multi-faceted understanding of the socio-cultural and economic realities that families navigate and adapt their practices accordingly. This includes rethinking schools’ communication strategies, offering flexible and inclusive engagement opportunities and creating environments that create trust, respect, and mutual understanding.
Effective Strategies for Engagement.
Despite well-documented challenges, there is increasing evidence that schools which prioritize building strong, trusting relationships with families can positively influence pupil outcomes. These efforts are most effective when they are flexible, empathetic, and bespoke to the specific needs of the pupils, families, and their communities.  A review of qualitative data including practitioner reports, policy documents and case studies revealed five recurring themes in how primary schools in socio-economically deprived areas approach parental engagement: Strategic planning, communication, effective use of grant funding, creating flexible and inclusive opportunities and preventing digital exclusion. 
Strategic leadership plays a vital role in cultivating an inclusive educational environment and ethos where every child can thrive. When school leaders embed parental engagement into the heart of their strategic planning, it signals a commitment not only to academic achievement but also to equity and meaningful community partnership. Research suggests that well planned, engagement strategies, such as regular family events, parents’ teacher meetings, parent workshops and open two-way communication will start to improve trust between home and school, pupil outcomes and strengthen the social fabric of the school community (Edutopia, 2025). However, for these strategies to be effective order to effectively leaders must also recognise that staff require high quality professional training, as many teacher training courses do little to prepare teachers to build relationships with parents. (Willemse et al., 2016). This gap is particularly significant in schools serving disadvantaged communities where teachers especially those new to the profession often report feeling anxious about engaging with parents in ways that are trauma informed encounters especially and culturally sensitive (Evans, 2013; Caspe 2003).
Although effective communication between schools and families is often seen as a basic expectation, it remains inconsistently practiced, particularly in schools serving socio-economically disadvantaged communities. A significant contributing factor to this is the limited professional training available to staff on how to communicate in ways that are inclusive, culturally responsible, and empathetic. Caspe (2002) emphasizes the importance of equipping school staff with the skills to build meaningful school-family partnerships through intentional communication training. Improving communication is a foundational step toward strengthening home to school relationships,  
this challenge is further exasperated by the demographic making up of the teaching workforce. In the UK, most teachers are white women, many of whom may not share the cultural, socio-economic backgrounds of the families they work with (UCL Institute of Education, 2020). Without lived experiences of these contexts, communication can unintentionally become one sided or misinterpreted.  For communication to be effective it must be reciprocal, accessible, and delivered in formats that reflect the diverse needs of families, such as text messaging, phone calls, mobile apps, and face-to-face conversations. Schools must also create environments where parents feel their perspectives are values, their voices heard, and their concerns are addressed with sincerity and respect.
The use of grant funding is often a key resource for schools who serve pupils who are eligible for free school meals (FSM). Helping them address educational disadvantage whilst trying to engage in meaningful parental engagement. Strategic use of funding streams such as the Pupil Premium (PP) in England, Pupil Equity Fund (PEF) in Scotland, Targeting Social Need (TSN) in Northern Ireland and the Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) Fund in the Republic of Ireland enables schools to design and implement initiatives that build trust and collaboration with families. 
In Wales the Equity Grant (formerly known as the Pupil Development Grant or PDG) can be used to strategically enhance parental engagement, particularly for families of pupils eligible to free school meals (FSM). One effective use of this funding is the employment of a Family Engagement Officers (FEO’s), whose role is central to building sustained, trusting relationships between schools and families. FEO’s often act as bridges between home and school, delivering tailored support such as parent workshops, home learning kits, wellbeing initiatives and community-based projects. Estyn (2023) highlighted that FEO’s contribute significantly to a sense of belonging and participation, particularly in schools serving disadvantaged communities. 
Creating flexible and inclusive opportunities for parental involvement is essential for building strong partnerships between schools and families, particularly in communities where traditional models of engagement may not be accessible or culturally resonant. Schools need to move beyond a one-size-fits-all approaches by offering a variety of ways for parents to connect, such as virtual meetings, informal drop ins, multilingual communication and events held outside of standard working hours. These adaptations would acknowledge the diverse realities of families lives and signal from the school that all forms of engagement by parents are valued. The Education Endowment Foundation (2021) emphasizes that effective parental engagement is most impactful when it is personalised, sustained, and responsive to the needs of disadvantaged families. When implemented successfully such approaches can lead to improved academic outcomes and stronger home to school relationships.
Digital exclusion remains a persistent barrier to equitable education, disproportionately affecting pupils and families from low-income households and rural communities. Addressing this issue requires a strategic and collaborative approach from both schools and governments, one that goes beyond simply providing devices. Schools should begin by auditing digital access and literacy amongst pupils and families, then tailor support through loan schemes, training sessions and inclusive digital pedagogy. Governments also play a critical role in ensuring the infrastructure, such as high-speed broadband and secure networks, is universally accessible. In February 2025, the Department for Science published the Digital Inclusion Action Plan: First Steps, outlining the UK Government’s initial commitments to tackling digital exclusion. The plan outlines six essential digital infrastructure standards that schools and colleges have to meet by 2030. These benchmarks include reliable broadband connectivity, robust wireless networking, modernised network switches, strong digital leadership, effective filtering and monitoring systems and comprehensive cybersecurity measures. This strategic vision reflects a commitment to ensuring that every educational institution is equipped to deliver high-quality, digital learning in a secure and inclusive environment.
Data analysis
According to the Review of the Pupil Development Grant (2023) Figure 4.3 illustrates that parental engagement is perceived by leaders as the least positively impacted field by PDG-funded strategies, this perception stands in contrast to growing empirical evidence from the National Pupil Database and local authority dashboards, whose datasets consistently show that schools with embedded and intentional parental engagement strategies tend to outperform their peers on progress measures for disadvantaged pupils.
This apparent disconnect between practitioner perception and system level data invites critical reflection. It suggests that while PDG funding has been effective in supporting pupils’ emotional well-being and attainment, it may not be sufficiently exploited or perhaps not strategically directed toward building sustainable home to school partnerships. The lack of standardised metrics for measuring parental engagement heightens this issue, making it difficult to evaluate impact consistently or replicate successful models across contexts.
Moreover, the reliance on digital platforms for parental communication, while efficient, risks deepening inequalities. Families without reliable internet access or digital literacy may be inadvertently excluded, particularly in communities already facing socio-economic disadvantage. This reinforces the need for hybrid engagement models that blend digital tools with face-to-face and paper-based approaches, ensuring inclusivity and equity.
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Description automatically generated]To reconcile these findings, a more nuanced approach is required, one that recognises the transformative potential of parental engagement but also addresses the structural and practical barriers to its implementation. Aligning PDG strategy with evidence-based engagement practices, supported by robust data systems and inclusive communication methods, could unlock deeper gains in pupil progress and well-being. Such alignment would not only enhance educational outcomes but also contribute meaningfully to the ambitions of SDG 4 (Quality Education) and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities), ensuring that no family is left behind.






Whilst schools perceive that parent engagement is one of the least impactful areas for improving pupil outcomes, research from the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) (2021), suggest otherwise. According to their Teaching and Learning Toolkit, when schools actively involve parents in their child’s academic learning particularly through strategies like supporting reading at home or engaging in homework, pupils on average make 4 months additional progress over the course of a year, with the strongest effects observed in literacy development.  
However, the evidence on how best to increase attainment through parental engagement remains mixed and less conclusive and contradicts their other work which suggest that whilst consistent parental engagement can reinforce classroom learning and boost confidence the EEF found that homework especially in primary settings has limited impact on academic outcomes. This challenges the assumption that homework competition alone is a reliable indicator of meaningful parental engagement. Instead, the evidence points to the value of personalised, sustained, and responsive forms of involvement that reflect the diverse ways families support their children’s learning at home. 
A major limitation in the current evidence is the lack of longitudinal data tracking the sustained impact of parental engagement strategies. Despite decades of research has showing that students whose parents or family members are involved in their learning have better academic and life outcomes (Epstein et al., 2019). Most evaluations focus on short term outputs, such as event attendance or survey responses, rather than long term changes in behaviour, attitudes, or attainment outcomes. Additionally, there is limited disaggregation of data by ethnicity, disability or language which hinders our understanding of how intersecting inequalities shape parental engagement. 
Conclusion
This study explored the barriers and strategies primary schools in low-income UK communities use to engage parents, and how these efforts intertwine with Sustainable Development Goals 4 and 10. While parental engagement is widely acknowledged as vital to improving pupil outcomes, its implementation remains inconsistent, often shaped by leadership, funding availability and local socio-cultural contexts.
Thematic and quantitative analysis highlighted five interdependent strategies that appear most effective: schools developing and implementing a strategic plan for parental engagement, improving communication, creating flexible and inclusive opportunities, effective use of grant funding and tackling digital exclusion. These approaches are not new, but their success lies in how intentionally they are embedded into the school culture and leadership. Schools that treat parental engagement as a strategic priority, rather than a compliance task, are more likely to see sustained improvements in attendance, wellbeing, and academic progress, particularly from pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds.
From a professional perspective, this highlights the need for a mindset shift among educators, staff, and the community. Parental engagement must not be seen as a superficial optional extra, but as a core component of educational equity. This requires investment not only in systems and roles, such as Family Engagement Officers, but also in the professional learning of staff in order to equip them with the necessary skills and attributes to work effectively with such diverse families. 	
Recommendations
For schools: Develop a whole school strategic approach to parental engagement that includes flexible. Reciprocal communication methods. Provide staff with high quality professional learning. Prioritise trust building with families. Offer events at varied times. Address digital exclusion. Create dedicated roles such as Family Engagement officers to support sustained relationships. 
For policymakers: Ensure sustained and equitable funding for family engagement initiatives. Mandate consistent data collection on parental engagement across schools. Integrate engagement metrics into inspection frameworks and teaching standards and support hybrid communication models. Promote inclusive policy development by enabling underrepresented parents to contribute through mechanisms like parent advisory boards.  
For communities: Strengthen partnerships between schools, local services, and community organisations to co construct engagement strategies that reflect the lived experiences. Provide practical support such as safe spaces, transport, and childcare to reduce barriers to participation. Community leaders and organisations to advocate for systemic change by amplifying parent voices, identifying gaps in provision and holding schools and policymakers accountable to equity goals, particularly those aligned with SDG 4 and SDG 10.
Future Research
Further longitudinal studies are needed to evaluate the long-term impact of parental engagement strategies on pupil outcomes. Research should also explore how intersectional factors such as ethnicity, disability and language shape parental engagement experiences and influence academic progress. 
In addition, future studies should investigate patterns of disengagement among upper-middle and upper-class families, particularly those whose children attend boarding schools or whose parents work long hours and rely on nannies or au-pairs for day-to-day caregiving. While these families may have greater material resources, a lack of direct parental involvement in learning, whether due to time constraints or delegation of responsibilities may also impact pupil wellbeing, motivation, and academic outcomes. Understanding how disengagement manifests across different socio-economic groups would help educationalists to develop a more nuanced, equitable engagement strategy that truly reflects the diverse realities of modern family life in the UK.
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Figure 4.3 Additional barriers that are positively impacted by the current PDG funded
strategies
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