Most schools will have had experience of families that appear (in the eyes of the school at least) to be persistently refusing to engage, or who may even engage in an inappropriate or aggressive way.  Developing a working relationship in these cases is more challenging for schools, and yet schools have most to gain with precisely these families. During this assignment, I will examine how parental engagement with school can support the success of their own children and educators, by reviewing policy and theory linked to childhood development. I will investigate how inclusive education has evolved over time and how policy has impacted on inclusive practice.  Historical consideration will be made to the ever-changing face of inclusive education and the provision of children with Additional Learning Needs.  Equitable provision will be evaluated and how parents and children from diverse backgrounds are supported.

The involvement and engagement of parents or caregivers in a child’s education is fundamental to the success of that child, as well as the school.  Each child and family are different, yet society and indeed the world depends on our children and families to populate, nurture and manage the world for us (Herbert and Harper-Dorton, 2002).  The majority of parents and all education professionals want to see children have a great start to life, more importantly, that each and every child has an equal opportunity to learn.  That being said, parents are a child’s first teacher and as such it will be the engagement of the parents with the school that lays the foundations to a child’s perception of education.

The home environment during the early years of a child’s life is recognised as being especially important in relation to a child’s success in education. As children transition through school, a parent’s support is the single, strongest influence. A study in 2007 identified family involvement in schooling between the ages of seven and sixteen as being a more powerful factor than family background, the size of family and the level of parental education (Egan, 2017).  In fact, Bronfenbrenners (2005) ecological systems theory explains how human development is influenced by four interrelated environmental systems, namely, the micro-, meso-, exo-, and macrosystems. The most proximal ecological level is the microsystem, which includes the immediate settings in which children are nurtured and learn (including, for example, home, school and peer groups). The family-school relationship forms part of the mesosystem and can be positive or negative.  When parents demonstrate high expectations and educational goals in addition to maintaining a positive engagement with the school, their children are more likely to stay in school (Hauser-Cram, Nugent and Thies., 2014).

Education policy has led to marked differences in how parents are positioned in education (Wiles, 2015).   Inclusion has changed over the decades and the changing term of inclusion has impacted society as a whole and has transformed in line with society’s view over time.  Along with every change in government policy, opinions have moved away from the medical model, and more towards the social model.  

The medical model viewed the persons’ disability as a deficit which should be treated or cured, and the disabled person was responsible for fitting into society, whereas, the social model argued that the barriers and prejudices created by society oppressed the full capability of the person with the disablement. 

Inclusion is often defined as a movement away from the segregative attitude that believed children should be categorised according to their difficulties and separate ‘special’ schools accommodate these children who according to the School Board for London (1904), could not be educated ‘in ordinary schools by ordinary methods’(Topping, 2006).  Nowadays, inclusion is a continuous process of increased accessibility to learning and participation for every child whether atypical or neurotypical.  As soon as the process of participation starts, inclusion begins.  Participation means learning alongside and collaborating with others in a shared learning experience.  Active engagement with learning and having a say in how education is experienced is also required.  More deeply, participation it is about being recognised, accepted and valued for oneself (Booth and Ainscow, 2002).  ‘An education system that restricts learners’ freedom of thought and movement will inhibit their intellectual and moral development’ (Dewey, 1938 cited in Frederickson and Cline, 2006). Dewey’s ideas were actually quite radical when he wrote them down in the 1920s, at a time in educational history when children with Additional learning needs were referred to as Idiot, Imbecile, Feeble-minded or high-grade defective (Frederickson and Cline, 2006). His concern for collaboration, experience and reflection, made a great impression on educational thinking and practice and supports the idea of inclusion as we know it now; ‘provide learners with quality experiences that will result in growth and creativity’ (Bates, 2016).

The introduction of the Education Act 1944 shaped a new environment for special schools.  The Act embraced the ethos that all children had the right to schooling suited to their ‘age, aptitude and ability’. In line with this, all children ‘able to benefit’ from schooling were brought under the umbrella of the local authority, leaving only the allegedly ‘ineducable’ children within the National Health Service. Additionally, it was decided that where possible disabled children were best taught in mainstream schools. Further to the Handicapped Pupils and Medical Services Regulations of 1945, disabled children in ordinary schools were allowed special attention from the class teacher; ‘a favourable position in the classroom’; special furniture and lessons in lip reading if the children were partially deaf.  The term ‘mental deficiency’ came with stigma so the term was superseded by ‘educational subnormality’ – this term was considered to be less derogatory (Borsay, 2012).  It was not uncommon for children to be placed in a special school based on their social status. 




 
A teacher in a special school based in Glasgow in the 1970s claimed:

It was a special needs school for girls only when I arrived, and these girls were classified as mildly mentally handicapped, but in fact, most of them weren’t ... Most of them came from the east end schemes and they just needed [to be] nurtured (Borsay, 2012)

﻿A barrier to educational success has often been linked to Social Class, however, children from disadvantaged backgrounds continue to show resilience and succeed against the odds (Siraj. and Mayo, 2014). 

The 1972 Education Act gave all children the right to an education, irrespective of class or severity of their disabilities.  The Act resulted in many local educational authorities (LEA) struggling to provide school education for children with special needs.  In 1974 Margaret Thatcher, then the Secretary of State for Education, commissioned the Committee of Inquiry in the Education of Handicapped Children and Young People.   Mary Warnock was the chair of the inquiry; whose remit was to review the needs of children with Special Educational Needs (SEN).  The recommendations were published in the Warnock Report in 1978 (Hughes et al., 2010).  

The Warnock Committee's conclusions were that 20% of children in the school population could have SEN and 2% might need support over and above what a mainstream school could provide for. The Warnock Report recommended that there should be specialist provision for children with S.E.N which could protect the 2% and ensure that they received appropriate provision.

The Warnock Report led to the Education Act 1981 which introduced the requirement that LEA’s identify and assess pupils who may require the LEA to decide on a suitable provision for them.  This Act gave parents new rights in relation to special needs and the inclusion of special needs children into mainstream classes. ‘Statementing' was also introduced, giving children entitlement to special educational support in lessons. However, it was the requirement of the LEA to identify and assess pupils and decide on suitable provision for them (www.SpecialEducationalNeeds.co.uk, 2007).  It could be argued, that the recommendations of the Warnock report only viewed the child under the Medical Model, looking at the specific difficulties or pathology experienced by the child rather than the way in which the child is taught or how the school is organised.  Funding was non-existent resulting in parents fighting with cash strapped education authorities to gain statements for their children.  That aside, the idea of statementing was to keep as many children included in mainstream education whilst meeting their needs.



In 1994 over 300 participants – including 92 governments and 25 international organisations – met in Salamanca, Spain, with the purpose of furthering the objectives of inclusive education. 
The resulting Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994) was framed by a rights-based perspective on education. Although the Statement focused on children described as having ‘special needs’, it asserted from the outset its commitment to:

Reaffirming the right to education of every individual, as enshrined in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and renewing the pledge made by the world community at the 1990 World Conference on Education for All to ensure that right for all regardless of individual differences.
(UNESCO, 1994, p. vii)

The Statement placed educational reform within a broader social spectrum which involved multiple agencies.  These included health, social welfare and vocational training and employment. It emphasised that provision for planning, monitoring and evaluating the delivery of inclusive education should be ‘decentralised and participatory’ and should encourage the ‘participation of parents, communities and organisations of people with disabilities in the planning and decision making’. The Statement acknowledged that countries had ‘well-established systems of special schools for those with specific impairments': it stated that these schools, could ‘represent a valuable resource for the development of inclusive schools’.  It was advised that Countries without such a system were to ‘concentrate their efforts on the development of inclusive schools’ as well as creating specialist support services enabling them to reach the majority of children and young people. All policies, both local and national, should ensure that children with disabilities could attend their neighbourhood school (UNESCO, 1994).


In 1996 the new Education Act was formed. This Act consolidated all education acts introduced from 1994 onwards. The new Act required the Secretary of State to issue a Code of Practice on SEN, giving practical guidance to Local Education Authorities (LEAs) and the governing bodies of all maintained schools, which informed them about their responsibilities for all children with SEN. The SEN Code of Practice came into practice in September 1994 and highlighted the importance of inter-agency/sector working to support pupils with special educational needs. Public sector services such as education and health came  together with the voluntary and private sectors were instructed to collaborate and combine their efforts.


In 2001, the Special Educational Needs and Disability Bill become an Act.  This act was intended as an addition to the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 and was extended to include Wales.  That being said, it was for the National Assembly for Wales (NAW) to consider implementation (Legislation.gov.uk, 2001). 
The Act ensured that schools and local education authorities had new responsibilities to prevent discrimination, and to assist with inclusion. The special educational needs of children were to be met in mainstream schools or settings. (Tandfonline.com, 2002).

Across the United Kingdom (UK), children with special educational needs and disability (SEND) are more likely to experience poverty than others. Educational policy has taken significant steps to provide strong and inclusive schools committed to equity and well-being. Equity and excellence go hand in hand. Where a child lives or their class should not prevent them from reaching their potential (Education in Wales: Our national mission, 2017).  Nevertheless, parents of children with SEND, particularly those living in poverty and those with SEND themselves, are not always able to engage positively with their child’s learning. Schools and other educational settings need to consider ways to improve the way parents of children with SEND are communicated with so that they are better able to support their child’s educational, as well as being better equipped to help their child learn at home. There is also some evidence that ethnicity plays a part in children’s likelihood of being identified as having SEND. Greater understanding of the links between ethnicity, SEND and poverty is needed, in particular for at-risk groups such as children from Gypsy, Roma and Traveller communities (Shaw et al., 2016).

The Welsh Assembly Government is proactive in its effort to promote education achievement amongst ethnic minority ethnic groups such as Gypsy Traveller and Roma children, refugees, asylum seekers and the children of migrant workers. A Welsh Minority Ethnic Achievement Grant is awarded annually from the Welsh Assembly Government’s to local authority.  This award is to support these pupils’ acquisition of English (or Welsh) as an additional language, and increase their attainment levels, (Getting it right 2009 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 2009)

Bruner believed that children, even of a very young age, could learn anything if they were given appropriate instruction and motivation. He believed that the more knowledgeable other (parents, teachers, siblings) gave children the ability to invent things for themselves and create independent learners. From birth a child is an intelligent and active problem solver, therefore, demonstrating high expectations and equity for all children encourages this.  (McLeod, cited in Hodgkiss, 2018) It is sometimes assumed that parents from underprivileged or lower-class backgrounds fail to have high ambitions for their children and as such, the child will pick up on these low expectations and will perform accordingly. However, research studies have revealed a more complex situation which contradicts this. The expectations of children from disadvantaged backgrounds are generally as high as children from more fortunate backgrounds throughout most of their primary education but then begins to fall away during the secondary years (Egan, 2017).  



It could be argued that the reason for this slide in parental ambition is due to their own understanding and academic ability.  Eccles and Harold 1993 (cited in Hornby and Lafaele, 2011) believe that for some parents a lack of confidence in helping their children may be because they are of the opinion that they cannot converse confidently with teachers. For others, it may be a result of  experiencing their own learning or behavioural difficulties during their time at school. Lack of confidence may also come from parents taking the view that they have not developed sufficient academic competence to effectively help their children. This view is more apparent as children progress through secondary schools and their academic work becomes more advanced 

Different families have different needs and barriers to engagement, and the right type and amount of support is needed in order to help them engage with their child’s learning. The support to aim for is ‘equity’ – the result being, all children are given the best and equal chance of receiving the support for learning at home that they need. Equity requires schools to understand the different needs and barriers to engagement that families face and to adjust the support they provide accordingly. The family of a child from the Traveller community would need very different support, maybe assistance with recognising and responding appropriately to racism and ultimately reducing incidences in school (Simbo, Bennett and Pidcock, 2019), whereas a child from a lone parent family may need help with breakfast and afterschool clubs or even support from Team Around the Family.

During the completion of this assignment, I have analysed how current policies for education have developed and evolved. Looking back to the early 1900s, identifying how the medical model, controlled education; how exclusion was the only method of managing children with learning needs. I have reflected on how policy has impacted on inclusive practice within a diverse educational environment in particular in Wales and how the Welsh Assembly has created many policies to support equitable provision for all children, in particular for children with Additional learning needs and those from diverse backgrounds. Additionally, how we as professionals should look to encourage parental engagement, encouraging community support by taking the time to truly get to know the parents, gaining knowledge about how they and their children may need support.  A child’s parents are the main role model and therefore are the key to how a school is perceived.    Montessori placed great value on ‘high expectations and equity’. She believed in the power of observation and facilitation but ultimately believed children would learn through their own interactions with the environment (Hodgkiss, 2018). When parents and teachers collaborate, the child is able to scaffold positive attitudes and outcomes for themselves and their schools.
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