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Critically explore how increased parental engagement can help to overcome barriers to inclusion.

Harris and Goodall (2007, p70), state ‘Parental engagement in children’s learning makes a difference – it is the most powerful school improvement lever we have’.  The author endeavours to establish whether increased parental engagement in a primary school setting helps to overcome barriers to inclusion.  The concept of parental engagement has been defined and researched using relevant government and educational policies, and literature from a multitude of sources, ranging from Goodall, J. and Vorhaus. J. (2011), to Beckett et al. (2012).  The most common barriers to inclusion have been presented and studied, and solutions to increase parental participation have been proposed.  
  
Parental ‘involvement’ and parental ‘engagement’ are terms often used interchangeably, although there are notable differences between the two.  Parental involvement can be described as a reactive approach which starts with the school, whereas parental engagement is considered a more proactive approach starting with the parents (Harris and Goodall, 2007).  Involvement would include requirements or direction by the school for the parents to participate in activities such as parent evenings and volunteering on school trips.  Engagement indicates a more functional level of participation in a child’s learning (Lucas, 2010).  Therefore, this assignment is focused on the proactive aspect of parental participation.   

The Government’s strategy for involving parents in their children’s education was first described in the 1997 White Paper ‘Excellence in Schools’, which recognised that pupils need support from parents to ensure they reach their full potential; however, the role of parenting was fully acknowledged across the UK in 2004, with the introduction of Every Child Matters.  This policy highlighted the fact that there are three key components in the equation of learning and school-based relationships: the teacher, the child and the parent.  
Lucas (2010, p2) reminds us that parents were ‘still being left firmly outside the school gate’ until less than a generation ago; bystanders in their children’s education.  The introduction of governing bodies which included parents was announced as part of the Education Act (1980), with an increased parental governing presence required by the updated 1986 Education Act. Until this time, limited research into the importance of parental involvement in education meant there was a clear home-school division, where parental responsibility ended, and school responsibility began at the school gates (Bridges, 2010, p301) although it is interesting to note that, as schools have become more and more security conscious, access to school grounds have once again grown more restrictive.  As precautionary measures have increased, through safeguarding and child protection policies, schools have needed to find creative ways to maintain a welcoming atmosphere for parents and carers (Moore, 2009, p61).

The Salamanca Statement (1994, p6) states that “parents have an inherent right to be consulted on the form of education best suited to the needs, circumstances and aspirations of their children”.  
Unfortunately, it is a sad fact that, for no apparent reason, there are parents who are simply not interested in their children’s education.  Douglas (1964) suggested that in the case of educational performance, a lack of parents’ interest was the most significant factor causing children to be disadvantaged, not social class, the size of the family or the quality of the school.  This view is supported by Feinstein and Symons (1999) who advised ‘parental interest in children’s education as the most powerful of parental inputs’.  Nevertheless, it is a common misconception made by schools to categorise the uninterested parents with those who are disengaged.  The evidence is similar: homework is never completed, reading books are not opened, parent’s evenings and fundraising events are not attended, children have erratic attendance; however, disengagement can be caused by a variety of factors.  The Family and Community Engagement (FaCE) Toolkit for schools in Wales (2016, p8) state that a ‘family’s apparent reluctance to engage with the school’ could be driven by a combination of several barriers, and not just sheer lack of interest.  

Many parents and carers may be in full-time employment, work more than one job or work night shifts.  They may have other children to care for, or elderly relatives for whom they are responsible.  The time pressures of family life can prevent a parent from fully engaging in a child’s education.  Leading on from this, families are often complicated units; there may be parental separation or divorce to consider, financial problems, physical or mental health issues, sometimes even language barriers, all of which consume time and energy which would otherwise be assigned to schooling.  An estimated thirty-one percent of children in Wales were living in poverty, between 2010 and 2013 (Welsh Government, 2015), equating to approximately two hundred thousand children under the age of eighteen. Living in poverty may mean parents are unable to live near school, maybe relying on public transport to ferry children to and from school; which can restrict a parent’s opportunities to attend functions and parent’s meetings and could also affect a child’s attendance.

Prior experiences, whether it be from their own schooling, or from another school their child may have attended could trigger negative reactions or emotions in a parent, resulting in mistrust, suspicion or a general lack of confidence in the education system.  In addition to this, latest statistics show that twelve percent of adults living in Wales do not have basic literacy skills (Welsh Government, 2011).  A parent may feel their own limited knowledge or skills puts them at a disadvantage, or they could feel that they do not, or cannot, fit in with the other parents and ethos of the school.  Disengagement has many levels, but every parent deserves the right to be involved in their child’s learning, irrespective of boundaries, in any form.  Essentially, ‘schools are tasked with thinking outside the box to identify the best methods of engaging with all parents’ (Jones, 2018). 

Goodall and Vorhaus (2013) suggest there are three areas within which schools could be successful in engaging parents; home-school links, support and training for parents, and family and community-based interventions.  The first area is concerned with the links between home and school, suggesting the transfer of knowledge and understanding should be a two-way process (Goodall and Vorhaus, 2013, p4).  The home-school link should not be reactive to behavioural issues or reserved for children with special educational needs; it should be a whole school approach.  An example of home-school links used by School A is a text messaging service to share information, such as reminders about after-school clubs and special events, as recommended by Estyn (2009), as a way of improving communication with parents and carers.  Estyn (2018, p16) state “Busy parents appreciate short bursts of character-limited information and those who are regular users of social media appreciate being involved in the life of the school in this way”.  Therefore, an online presence is provided by School A via Twitter, and a Foundation Phase teacher created a private Facebook group exclusively for parents and staff in her class to share family and school reading experiences, which has been positively received.  This is a two-way method of communication designed to celebrate success, however the teacher approves all posts before they are published, to prevent the page being used negatively or inappropriately.   

The second area relates to providing effective programmes of support and training for groups of parents most in need. Schools should generate a parental needs analysis, usually conducted by questionnaire, the results of which could then be used to provide support for parents who require it; for example, parents of children with English as an additional language, or parents disadvantaged by poverty (Goodall and Vorhaus, 2013, p6).  Reports show that parenting styles improve as a result of receiving support and training, and consequently, parents gain improved knowledge, new skills, along with an increased level of confidence and empathy. Interventions based on a combination of academic outcomes and parenting skills proved to be the most effective (Goodall et al., 2011).  An example of this can be found in an intervention targeting behaviour and relationships, which improved child literacy.  Beckett et al. (2012) researched two-hundred families with primary school children who were at risk of anti-social behaviour. Evidence was gathered from two interventions - Incredible Years (2012) behaviour and relationships intervention, and the Supporting Parents on Kids’ Education in Schools (SPOKES, 2012) literacy improvement programme.  It was discovered that SPOKES, the intervention which provided new techniques for parents to support their child academically, improved child literacy more successfully. 
Finally, schools have a key role to play in co-ordinating and providing multi-agency family and community-based interventions, which have the potential to reach the most vulnerable families. Welsh Government (2016) state “Schools that reach out and actively engage the community in the life of the school and the school in the life of the community have a positive impact on educational outcomes”. Multi-agency working brings professionals together from a range of agencies to achieve good practice in working together.  Team Around the Family (TAF) is an initiative that caters to families whose needs are broader than one service provider can address single-handedly.  By doing so, the objective is to reduce duplication in the support received.  TAF is a partnership comprising of ‘core members’ that are selected from the voluntary sector, community nursing, social services, and housing, along with multiple other divisions.  Additional members may be assembled on a case-by-case basis, depending on the individual needs of the family. The TAF initiative is based on the idea that flexibility is essential if services working with children and families are to be able to meet their needs.  It is very much a child-centred approach as opposed to placing the emphasis on the service providers.   TAF is currently available in all welsh local authorities and aims to ensure that not only are a family’s needs assessed, but also their strengths, providing a more positive approach.  
Another community-based initiative, Flying Start, was launched as part of the Welsh Government’s Tackling Poverty Agenda (no date).  Available in the more underprivileged areas of Wales, Flying Start offers free childcare to children from birth to three-years old, along with formal parental support in the form of parenting programmes.  Some Flying Start communities also have access to speech and language therapists as part of the support package they offer, to increase life chances for children in these areas.  Schools are well placed to be involved in multi-agency initiatives, as they are often seen as the heart of a community.  Therefore, they are in a good position to help promote an all-inclusive service provision, to assist with the myriad of issues that a family can encounter.    
The importance of parental engagement is undeniable.  However, there is opportunity for increased parental engagement to have a negative effect in certain instances. Some parents take their involvement to the extreme, stepping in too frequently to resolve issues that a child needs to learn to manage themselves, such as arguments with other children.  This can have an adverse effect, as although parents are just trying to be supportive, the child can become less able to control their emotions and impulses as they get older, causing potential behavioural problems (Perry et al., 2018).  Expecting immediate contact with a teacher is also a concern at School A.  A small percentage of parents tend to ‘forget’ that staff are required to teach during school hours and cannot leave class to attend impromptu meetings or answer telephone calls.  This is especially apparent with the matter of school discipline.  Unfortunately, a selection of parents show little respect for the school behaviour policy, challenging decisions made by teachers, and often by the senior management team.  Estyn (2018, p11) consider it good practice to “ensure that class teachers or senior leaders are visible at the start and at the end of the day to receive brief information or messages from parents or respond to questions”. School A follow this guidance on a rotation basis, and teachers are always willing to discuss discipline matters with parents at a mutually convenient time, however this is not always well-received.  

To conclude, increased parental engagement is predominantly a positive move for parents, the school and ultimately the child, so overcoming barriers to inclusion should certainly be a priority.  To successfully increase parental engagement, schools need to strive to support the needs of all parents, ideally by consulting directly with them on their communication and engagement needs (Estyn, 2018). Not dissimilar to differentiating education for children, schools should recognise that a ‘one size fits all’ approach does not work, as different parents have different requirements to feel included.  To increase engagement for information-sharing events and parent’s evenings, the author suggests incorporating these at the end of social events such as school concerts, to reach a higher number of parents.  This would help to include parents who, for various reasons, find it difficult to attend multiple functions.    Providing opportunities to contribute to the school through volunteering, ensuring all parents are aware of vacancies in the governing body and the advantages of joining the Parent and Teacher Association (PTA) ensure parents feel their voices are being heard and their contribution is valued. 

Communication methods used by schools should be inclusive and not contribute to the disengagement of certain parents.  Even with many families living in poverty, nine out of ten households now have internet access, and seventy-seven percent use the internet ‘on the go’, i.e. via a mobile phone or other handheld device (Office of National Statistics, 2018). Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that using technology allows parents more opportunities to become involved, whilst accommodating the busy lives of modern-day parents.

Ultimately parental engagement benefits the child and is paramount in predicting a child’s educational success (Morgan, 2017, p2).  Campbell (2011) encourages schools to be devoted to identifying disengaged parents and to be persistent in overcoming barriers to their inclusion.  Even in the cases of those parents who purely lack interest in their child’s education, Campbell (2011, p19) states “Don’t give up, keep trying to canvas opinion and keep inviting them, even if they turn you down…everyone is delivering the same message: that parent involvement is highly valued”.  After all, an educator should never give up on a child, so why give up on their parent?
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