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Abstract

Through the literature, it was clear that parent partnership is important and could be a factor that contributes to children’s achievements, however there are many barriers stopping schools having an effective partnership with parents to support their child’s learning. Most of these are avoidable if they are identified by schools and appropriate measures are put in place to avoid these barriers. My research aims were: to evaluate the strategies used in primary schools to ensure effective communication with all families, to research how primary schools involve parents/carers in their child’s learning inside of school and ways primary schools encourage parents/carers to support their child’s learning outside of school. This research involved collecting data from the websites of 39 primary schools in Ceredigion, Wales to evaluate of the strategies they used to ensure effective communication with all families. I also evaluated the ways primary schools involve parents/carers in their child’s learning, inside and outside of school. I focused on whether schools: state how they cater for working parents, offer correspondences in alternative languages, ensure websites are user friendly, are accessible for wheelchair users, offer correspondences in alternative ways other than digitally and how schools involve parents/carers in their child’s learning inside and outside of school. I rated the schools from 0-3, corresponding to the amount of information found on their websites to answer the questions above. My results found that the primary schools seemed to have little to no information on their websites on the strategies they implement to ensure they engage with all families. The schools also had minimal information on how they involve families in their child’s learning inside and outside of school. This included the lack of: how they catered for working parents and how they included families with English/Welsh as an additional language.



























Introduction

The Welsh government (2010) states that the groups of parents that schools tend to have less communication are: those with a low income, lone parents, parents with poor health, families with English as an additional language and parents who work full time. Parent partnership has a positive effect on children’s educational outcomes, as well as their attitude towards school, therefore it is vital that have an effective parent partnership with all families so children can reach their full potential. I aim to research the strategies primary schools in a small area use to ensure they have effective communication with all families, as well as how these primary schools involve parents/carers in their child’s learning inside and outside of school.  I will use the Ceredigion council’s website to ensure I have included all the primary schools in Ceredigion. I will then use their websites to collect the data needed to answer my research questions. My research is limited in that it is conducted on a small scale, therefore it does  not provide an accurate representation of all primary schools in Wales, but rather focuses on drawing conclusions from,  and recommendations for, schools within this one county Primary schools may have additional information/policies and procedures, which are not available to the general public. I have used my educational knowledge as a guideline on what I think makes an effective parent partnership, therefore my research is  arbitrary to an extent. I was inspired to carry out this research as I work part-time, working with children and young people with additional learning needs. Most of the children and young people we look after are non-verbal, therefore their parents/carers are their advocates who express their needs, wants, goals and ambitions on their child’s behalf. We work closely with the children and young people’s families so we are able to meet their needs. Through my research, I aim to evaluate the strategies used in primary schools to ensure effective partnership with all families, evaluate how primary schools involve parents/carers in their child’s learning inside of school and how primary schools encourage parents/carers to support their child’s learning outside of school. I hope my research helps me reflect on my own practice and perhaps I can feedback some of the strategies and ideas I look at in my research to my workplace. I also hope to contribute to what is already known about parent partnership in schools, by identifying strategies currently used in primary schools in a small area, so in future research we can evaluate if these strategies seem to be effective enough, and if not, find other strategies that could be more efficient, which may have a positive effect children’s educational outcomes and attitude towards school.  

I have chosen to use secondary data due to Covid-19, as I feel that this will be safer and less of a risk for my participants and myself. I will be collecting data available to the public on the primary schools’ websites. I have a checklist of what I will be looking for on the school’s websites, to ensure I am consistent in what I am looking for. I will then use a scoring system from 0-3, to rate the school on what I am looking for to answer each question (see methodology). I will use Microsoft Excel to record my raw data, numbering each school from 1-39 so I can identify each, while maintaining confidentiality. I will then visualise my data using a bar chart. I will be noting down if a school does not have a website, as this could affect my results. I chose a quantitative approach to enable visualisation of my data and so it is easier for me to analyse my data. 

Literature review

Parental involvement, in the eyes of an economist, is down to the parent to improve their child’s education while at school (Avvisati, Besbas and Guyon, 2010) , however it is as equally as important for schools to involve parents in their child’s school life. Raising children’s achievement can only be achieved if parents are engaged in their child’s learning (Harris and Goodall, 2008). Schools therefore need to encourage an effective parent partnership as much as possible (Avvisati, Besbas and Guyon, 2010). Schools need to reduce environmental and social barriers so that all children are able to achieve (Foundation Phase Framework, 2015). There are three ways that could influence parental involvement in terms of: beliefs on what their role is within their child’s learning inside of school, attitude towards their role in school, and the general demands that the school offers as this gives the impression on how involved the school wants them to be (Dempsey & Sandler, 1995 cited in Abouchaar and Desforges, 2003). School’s attempts to involve families in their child’s learning played a big factor in the child’s achievement, therefore it is vital schools have an effective partnership with parents (Goodall and Varhaus, 2011).

It is more difficult to be an effective school leader in a disadvantaged community, than in an advantaged area (Day et al, 2011 cited in Blandford, 2016). Schools in poorer areas are more likely to have pupils with behavioural, motivation and attendance issues (Day et al 2011, cited in Blandford, 2016).  Blandford (2016) conducted research at a school in which 88 percent of children were affected by deprivation factors. Previously, the school failed to encourage parent partnership in their children’s learning, however after introducing various parental events, a foundation was built for an effective partnership as this allowed parents to feel safe within the school (Blandford, 2016). Later on, this lead to the development of workshops, and family learning and reading at home workshops (Blandford, 2016). Alongside this, the school found that many parents lacked  literacy skills, and had access to limited opportunities, so workshops were introduced to help overcome this (Blandford, 2016). 

Another school Blandford (2016) researched had a designated senior leadership teacher for inclusion, two governors who were heavily involved with subject leaders to help to strengthen their understanding about subject areas, continuous professional development, collaborations between schools, focusing on reading and writing, partnership with families and improving pupil engagement, which was found to be effective.

It is important to have: strong leadership, a shared vision, staff training and development, a focus on high quality teaching, parental engagement and partnerships with other schools and within the wider community (Blandford, 2016) and (Desforges, 2003). Factors such as the effort a student puts into their school work, influences their learning (Wany, Haertel & Wallberg, 1993 cited in Opdenakker and Damme, 2005). There is a link between parent involvement and pupil achievement  , indicating that a relationship between the home and school environment has an influence on children’s educational outcomes. When parents have a positive attitude towards education, and are monitoring and supporting their child with their education, their child will put more effort into school (Fan and Chen, 2001, cited in Opdenakker and Damme, 2005). Therefore it is essential that schools and teachers see parents as relevant partners while supporting children’s learning (Opdenakker and Damme, 2005). Schools need to inform parents about classroom and school practices and how parents can support their child’s general development and achievements (Opdenakker and Damme, 2005). Creating educational networks and breaking down barriers at school is a successful way to improve parent involvement (Opdenakker and Damme, 2005), I argue how reliable Fan and Chen’s research is, as they used student questionnaires to measure effort with five choices, such as “I really do my best at school”. However, was this too narrow, restricting the student’s answers. The biggest advantage of qualitative research is having the ability to probe according to the responses you get, to gain a better understanding of why the participants answered this way (Sage, N.D).  I am interested in how the children in Fan and Chen’s research, felt they did/did not try their best in school and why. Alongside this, the children may have interpreted what each option meant differently, as they are subjective, e.g.; what does ‘best’ mean. Their pupils’ motivation towards learning was measured using teacher questionnaires, and I question if this is fair as how can teachers accurately measure their pupils’ motivation. Questioning the children instead may have provided a more accurate representation. Alongside this, (Opdenakker and Damme, 2005), state that parents’ involvement in their child’s schooling was measured using teachers’ answers. Again, is this a fair representation. Some parents/carers may be interested in their child’s learning, however not be able to be fully involved as they want due to other circumstances. Often parents/carers who are seen as ‘difficult’ or ‘hard to reach’ are not, the school is simply not considering diversity among their families within the school (Crozier and Davies, 2007). Perhaps here, the parents could have been able to provide their perspective too.

There is also evidence showing that students who do their homework do better in school than students who do not (Cooper 1989; Cooper et al 2006 cited in (Cooper, Robinson and Patall, 2006). A meta-analysis of 14 studies that gave parents training for homework involvement resulted in higher rates of homework completion, fewer homework problems, and possibly improved academic improvement (Patall et al, 2008 cited in Oostdam and Hooge, 2013). Despite this evidence, there are various other factors such as: parents’ strategy, the child’s age and ability, resources at home and the parents’ mentoring skills (Patall et al, 2008 cited in Oostdam and Hooge, 2013).

Some of the ways to have an effective parent partnership include: family services and support being accessible for everyone, improving parental skills and leadership, connecting families with others in the school and community, to assist teachers with their work and most importantly to help children succeed in school and later life (Episten and Kappen, 1995:701).

Harris and Goodall (2007) researched the relationship between parental engagement and achievement. Overall Harris and Goodall (2007) states that parental engagement cannot guarantee success, however still needs to be a main priority. Parents need to know they matter in their child’s education and schools should provide guidance and support to parents to support their child’s learning in the home environment (Harris and Goodall, 2007). 

Teachers tend to tell parents what they should do or keep parents/carers at a ‘distance’, instead of adopting an open approach (Oostdam and Hooge, 2013). Parents are becoming more informed and therefore more aware of their importance within their child’s learning, suggesting this results in a negative relationship between parents/carers and teachers (Oostdam and Hooge, 2013). This increases if the parents emotional involvement clashes with a ‘professional’, ‘detached’ attitude of teachers (Oostdam and Hooge, 2013). The professional standards for teaching and leadership are: Pedagogy, Collaborate, Innovation, Professional learning and Leadership (Welsh Government, 2018). These professional standards describe the skills, knowledge and behaviours that show excellent practice and support professional growth (Welsh Government, 2018). The professional standards aim to: set clear expectations about effective practice during a practitioners career, enable practitioners to reflect on their practice, individually and collaboratively ensure national agreed standards are met, support practitioners to identify areas to improve, and help practitioners form a backdrop to the performance management process (Welsh Government, 2018). These are said to: inspire, challenge and support practitioners (Welsh Government, 2018). It is questionable as to whether this is fair as this is stating that parents/carers and teachers are not of an equal status as teachers are experts when it comes to deciding on teaching materials and methods (Oostdam and Hooge, 2013) which often leads to complications between parents/carers and teachers, contributing to the reason why teachers tend to adopt a restrained, cautious approach towards parents (Harris and Goodall 2008). I disagree with this ‘cautious approach’ as this suggests schools are being closed and not allowing parents to be involved in their child’s learning. As well as this, parents are their child’s first educators and tend to know their child best. As practitioners, we need to learn how children learn (Drake, 2006). It is parents who know their child best, therefore if we do not communicate with parents, then children’s learning will not be fully understood (Drake, 2006), Parents introduce their child to daily social and learning opportunities which allows the children to set a foundation to learn (Fuertes et al., 2018). Parents are ‘attachment figures’, therefore are spontaneous and biased by their love and are responsible for the child’s safely and well-being (Fuertes et al., 2018). On the other hand, educators perform a professional role, therefore are more focused on a group orientated practice, rather than individually (Fuertes et al., 2018). In this study, 50 educators and 45 parents worked with pre-school aged children during an everyday like cooperative actively (Fuertes et al., 2018). (Fuertes et al., 2018), found clear differences in the interactive behaviour between parents and educators. Children are more likely to be active participants whilst with educators, rather than their parents (Fuertes et al., 2018). (Fuertes et al., 2018), found educators tend to let children have more of a choice, whereas parents tend to take a leading role. Both educators and parents contribute to a child’s development and learning (Fuertes et al., 2018). 

Early year professionals need to build on children’s previous experiences and knowledge (Foundation phase, 2015). Parent partnership can therefore be seen as essential as parents/carers often give their child their first experiences and knowledge. Parents have the most influence on learning and this plays a key role in their child’s success and achievement, (Harris and Goodall, 2008:227-289). Parents and teachers do not hold an equal status (Episten, 2001), as they have different intentions, interests, stakes and responsibilities (Lareau 1997; Todd and Higgins 1998; Dom 2006 cited in Oostdam and Hooge, 2013). 

Schools interpret what parent partnership means differently, therefore we need to determine what it really means as this enable schools to make their expectations clearer (Oostdam and Hooge, 2013). Involvement might be defined as taking part in an activity, event or situation, while engagement might be defined as being feeling part in an activity, event or situation (Macmillin Dictionary 2009-2012a cited in Goodall and Montgomery, 2014). If we compare these, engagement would seem to be greater impact on having a positive partnership as you can develop a sense of ownership and a greater commitment (Macmillin Dictionary, 2009-2012a cited in Goodall and Montgomery, 2014). Epstein, for a long time, was an advocate of parental involvement has now suggested that the term ‘parental involvement’, should be abandoned and replaced with ‘School, family and community partnership’, as this emphasises the shared responsibilities for a child’s learning (Epstein and Sheldon 2006 cited in Goodall and Montgomery, 2014). Crozier has warned against a ‘one size fits all’ approach as all families are unique and have different needs (Crozier 1999; Crozier 2001; Crozier and Davis 2005, 2017 cited in Crozier and Davies, 2007). Parental involvement is usually defined as a more active form of involvement, as parents are involved in their child’s education, while parental participation indicates a more active participation in a range of school activities (Oostdam and Hooge, 2013). Parental involvement may refer to different aspect which could cause confusion between parents and schools, as well expectations for both (Oostdam and Hooge, 2013), therefore Oostdam and Hooge (2013) believe schools should make it clear in their framework to potential parents. 

The schools that Blandford (2016) researched showed that school leaders and teachers have a huge impact on children’s aspirations, achievements and on improving their access to learning. Alongside this, the schools in this study showed that effective learning comes from positive working relationships involved in the child’s learning, development and wellbeing (Blandford, 2016). Building home-school links can lead to completion of homework from children, as well as helping to improve their behaviour and attendance (Goodhall and Vorhaus, 2011). 

The Welsh government (2010) states that the groups of parents that schools tend to have less communication with are: those with a low income, lone parents, parents with poor health, families with English as an additional language, parents who work full time. Barriers could include: time- especially for lone parents or those on night shifts, language barriers that stop effective communication between the school and home environment and parents with low literacy skills, perhaps therefore lacking confidence (Welsh Government, 2010).

Socio-economic status of families, such as occupation/wages or parental level of education could have an effect on children’s success (Avvisati, Besbas and Guyon, 2010),  however the children should not be disadvantaged by any form of poverty (Foundation phase framework, 2015). Parents with higher education and higher wages tend to be more involved in their child’s learning at school (Welsch and Zimmer (2008). One of the reasons for this could be due to the ‘culture of poverty’ theory (Laerean 1987 cited in Avvistati 2010). In this theory it is believed that working class families do not value education as important as middle class families do (Laerean 1987, cited in Avvisati 2010).

A study by (Hartas, 2011) conducted research on the effect the social background of a family has on their child’s learning and social outcomes, and found that families, despite their socio-economic status, engaged with various learning activities at home (except reading). The socio-economic factors examined in this study are: family income and maternal educational qualifications; these seemed to have an effect on children’s literacy and language skills, rather than their social competence for children aged 3 years, which has a huge impact on socio-economic status in our society (Hartas, 2011). The effects of socio-economic status has been explained through parental decisions about how to allocate a range of resources, for example money, time and energy (Foster et al, 2005 cited in Demitra, 2011). 

In general, socio economic status makes a small difference in the number of parents involved in home learning (Hartas, 2011). Across the family income and educational qualification groups, the number of parents involved with these learning activities have been found to be roughly equal, however a significant difference has been found regarding children’s reading aged 3-5, and helping children read at 5 years (Hartas, 2011). (Hartas, 2011) Although socio economic status does not seem to make a difference in terms of how much families are involved in their child’s learning at home, the lack of resources, educational sources and services and the educational background of families are factors which could affect a child’s learning. Therefore we need provide more support for families, especially those who come from poorer backgrounds, to increase their literacy skills and gain educational opportunities so that they can improve their families socio economic status for themselves and future generations (Hartas, 2011). Poverty is described as an individual having a low income, low educational achievement, poor health and nutrition, lack of access to basic needs and poor living conditions.
For sustainable and inclusive growth, public policies need to allow individuals to be able to move up the economic ladder (World Bank Group, 2018). Patterns show that if families, are low on the economic ladder, the next generation is likely to end up in poverty, and so forth (World Bank Group, 2018). This suggests that parents’ status, has an effect on their child’s success, therefore we need to ensure that we give all children equal opportunities to succeed.

Alongside this, we need to provide children with stimulating materials and activities and encourage parents to bring their children to free educational settings, such as museums (Hartas, 2011). We need to examine involvement with home learning, before children start formal learning and finish their first year, as this helps prepare parents and families for their child’s school demands, as well as supporting them earlier on, benefiting their child (Hartas, 2011). Offering support to parents to enable them to support their child to develop reading skills is more beneficial than parents being encouraged to listen to their child read (Goodall and Varhaus, 2011). However parents may be reluctant if they are being picked out because of their circumstances, therefore this may work better if it is aimed at all parents, allowing the school to reach out to disadvantaged parents in a more modest way.

Research shows that although the impact of parental engagement is from parents’ values and education goals, made from their own educational background, there are other factors that influence parental engagement (Desforges and Abouchaar, 2003, Fan and Chan, 2001 cited in Opdenakker and Damme, 2005). Schools are responsible for potential lack of involvement with lower class families, as this is due to them being less accommodating to them (Larean, 1987). Schools need to ensure that they are catering for all families and that all feel valued. We need to promote engagement, which could help improve existing barriers regarding education inequalities, including ethnicity and class (Harris and Goodall, 2008:227-289). Parents/carers should not be seen as ‘difficult’ or ‘hard to reach’, as this is simply a flaw in the school policies, failing to consider diversity among families (Crozier and Davies, 2007). 

It is important to welcome families into their child’s school, and encourage families to be involved in school life, as this is vital to ensure the school is working with families to support their child’s learning (Welsh government, 2010). There are currently barriers, preventing families from engaging with their child’s school, however the key to overcoming these barriers is to create engagement opportunities where relationships can be built using an ‘open reflective and empathetic’ approach, listening and providing support (Welsh Government, 2010). This could include arranging parent evenings, telephone calls and interviews, as well as informal chats.

If the school views their children as students, they are likely to consider the families as being separate from the school, often believing the school is solely responsible for educating the children (Epstein and Kappan, 1995:701). On the other hand, if schools view their children as children, they are likely to see the family as partners, often leading to working collaboratively to create opportunities for children (Epistein and Kappan, 1995:701).

To build an effective partnership, first schools must: build on the cultural values of the families within their school, after this, schools should discuss any possible barriers that could occur, next they should stress the importance of personal contact and maintaining communication with the families (Buchanan and Bream, 2002 cited in Opdenakker and Damme, 2005). Lastly- schools should to continue working towards an end goal and ensure they are helping parents/carers support their child’s learning (Buchanan and Bream, 2002 cited in Opdenakker and Damme, 2005).

Creating a welcoming environment is important; a few suggestions to do this follow: making the school entrance easy to find, posting information around the school where parents will see them, ensuring all languages are represented within the school, and providing a space where parents can meet regularly (Welsh Government, 2018). Knowing the families you have within the school is vital, and includes: understanding how the family currently supports learning at home and their aspirations regarding their child’s learning. It is also important to create a communication strategy, identify the families’ skills and interests and encourage them to use these within the school. Creating interventions that allow all families to support their child’s learning – taking into consideration their needs and wants, is essential (Welsh Government, 2018). It is important  to ask what the parents already do at home with their children to enable them to support them further, however schools need to be sensitive to their families’ cultural backgrounds and expectations (Goodall and Varhaus, 2011). 

To overcome some of these barriers, schools need to track their progress and gather feedback from the families within their school. Schools could provide free or reduced-price events to ensure families with a low income are able to attend and access opportunities. Schools need to be flexible with the times arranged for school events to ensure that all families can join, despite their other commitments. Providing workshops that have someone translating to those parents who have English as an additional language, and someone to sign  information in British sign language (BSL), for those who are hard of hearing could be beneficial. Furthermore, schools could provide an option of receiving a hard copy for parents who do not have access to the internet (Buchanan and Bream, 2002; cited in Opdenakker and Damme, 2005). Good practice, regarding parent partnership, is when schools understand that their parents like to be informed, and kept up to date on their child’s progress, and for teachers to know them as individuals (Estyn, 2009). Parents also seem to like feeling confident they know the staff well and having a basic understanding of the curriculum (Estyn, 2009). Parents are willing to join in school events and become more supportive the more they are involved in school life (Estyn, 2009). It has been found that parents like to attend training events and knowing that their child has clear, consistent rules (Estyn, 2009).

The school is in control of the relationships with parents, as the school is in control of the flow of information. Information tends to be given to parents but not sought from them, for example: parent evenings typically consist of a quick chat with the child’s teacher, which are at set times. These are designed to ‘tell’ parents information and not for teachers to receive information from parents. The knowledge parents  hold about their child is essential and should be embraced, not discarded (Moss et al, 1999). 

Covid-19 has shed light on the importance of parental engagement, in ways never seen before (Goodall, 2019). During the pandemic, learning has been moved to online- however this does not mean schools are closed, as learning has been continuing at home which shows that schools are about communities, rather than buildings (Goodall, 2019). The distinction between the terms: learning, education and schooling is important (Goodall, 2019). Learning starts at birth and continues for a lifetime, education is learning that includes or is bounded by formal rules: such as dance classes or leaning to play a musical instrument (Goodall, 2019). Schooling, for most, is understood as something that occurs in a particular building, which has not been the case recently due to the pandemic, but  does not mean education and leaning has stopped (Goodall, 2019). The most important thing is that parents support the process of learning, rather than teach its content, - this means supporting the child’s desire to learn (Sylva, 2008 cited in Goodall, N.D). Schools should support parents by showing appreciation and offering support if needed (Goodall, 2019). Alongside this, schools should provide support to parents in order to support what the child is currently learning at home, and ask parents of any concerns they or their child may have (Goodall, 2019). Many parents have been involved in their children’s learning, and we need to embrace this and ensure support continues (Goodall, 2019). 

Families have a huge impact on how children perform at school (Welsh Government, 2016). Schools that are ambitious and successful recognise that in order for children to reach their full potential, they need to engage effectively with parents, carers and the wider community (Welsh Government, 2016). Involving parents and carers enables us to remove barriers to learning and improve children’s performance, behaviour and attitude towards school (Welsh Government, 2016). Engaging with the wider community also has a positive influence towards children’s educational outcomes (Welsh Government, 2016). This helps to improve learning, improve adult’s basic skills, and provides positive role models (Welsh Government, 2016). Engaging with families and communities is one of the four themes of the Welsh Government’s ‘Rewriting the future: Revising ambition and attendance in school (2014). This focuses on raising attainment for children in deprived communities (Welsh Government, 2016). To be effective, parental engagement must be carefully planned and involve: mutual priorities, building trust, and helping families and teachers to commit to a joint plan (Welsh government, 2016). 

Rationale

Through the literature, it was clear that parent partnership is important and could be a factor that contributes to children’s achievements. Research has found that there are many barriers to maintain an effective partnership with their children’s parents/carers and their families. These barriers may include: parents not being able to attend meetings/workshops/school events due to work commitments, parents not having English/Welsh as their first language, disabled parents/carers, families not having access to a computer or internet at home or the school adopting a ‘closed’ approach to parents. Most of these are avoidable if they are identified and appropriate measures are put in place to avoid these barriers as much as possible. In order for children to reach their full potential, schools need to be able to work with all families to support children’s learning inside and outside of school. To achieve this, parents need to understand the importance of their involvement.

Key questions

My research aims to evaluate are:

· The strategies used in primary schools to ensure effective communication with all families.

· How primary schools involve parents/carers in their child’s learning inside of school.

· Ways primary schools encourage parents/carers to support their child’s learning outside of school.

I aim to answer these aims by looking at websites of all the schools in Ceredigion (n = 39), to gather information on how they promote parent parentship. I will use Ceredigion’s council website to ensure I cover all the schools in the area. I will aiming to look at their policies, letters from the headteachers, handbooks and school prospectuses to find this information. If a school does not have information available, I will note this down in my results.  

There are potential limitations to my research, as I am only covering one county in Wales, which is not a true representation of schools with different socio-economic statuses. The information I record may not cover all of that the school has on parent partnership. In addition, I will only have access to the information available online to potential parents. There is also the question as to whether these polices are actually applied to everyday practice.

There is a reason parental engagement is never ‘complete’ (Goodall and Montgomery, 2012). This is because each academic year, there are new families, children change as they grow, therefore parental engagement needs to adapt to these changes (Goodall, 2012).

My research will contribute to the field because it will allow us to have a clearer understanding of what schools think an effective partnership is. It will also give a stronger idea of how schools could overcome barriers which stop them from having an effective partnership with their families. Once barriers are overcome, the schools will be able to support their families to support children’s learning inside and outside of school. I chose to research parent partnership because I currently work as a social care worker/support worker in a part time residential home in Ceredigion. The children and young people here all have additional needs. The residential home offers rest bite for their families, as well as a place where the children and young people can socialise and have access to opportunities they may have not had otherwise. I know the importance of having an effective partnership here because we are most likely to rely on the parents/carers to inform us of their child’s needs/wants/likes and dislikes, goals and ambitions as often the children and young people are non-verbal. This helps avoid any unnecessary stress to the children, ensures they feel comfortable and safe, and ensures they have all their needs met by us while in our care. Alongside this, we ensure we learn to understand each individual child’s way to communicate, e.g. by stamping their feet or pushing our arm away if they do not want to do something. We also ensure that we meet the child’s beliefs and values while they are with us. For example, if a family or the child/young person informs us they pray during the day, then we will adapt our activities for the weekend around this so they are able to so. 

I hope to expand my knowledge on implementing an effective partnership, ensuring all families are involved in their child’s learning and experiences, so I can apply this to my work.

Methodology  

My initial proposed methodology involved conducting interviews with headteachers in three primary schools which were within driving distance from me. However, due to the current situation with Covid-19 and the uncertainty how the situation will progress, I had to adapt my this methodology. Schools in Wales were not allowing non-essential people into schools, and the university was no longer advising students to collect primary data for safety reasons, therefore this was no longer achievable.  Instead, I collected data from secondary sources, by reviewing primary school policies regarding partnership, and I then used this data to answer my research questions. 

I chose schools within Ceredigion which is a county close to me. I covered all the schools in Ceredigion by looking on the Ceredigion County website. There were 39 schools listed at the time I browsed all the websites for policies, school prospectus and letters from headteachers for any mention of parent partnership. If a school did not have any information regarding parent partnership, I noted this down in my results.

I used a quantitative approach to record my data. I aimed to find out if schools: state how they cater for working parents, state that they offer correspondences in alternative languages, websites are user friendly, provide information on how they ensure their school is accessible for wheelchair users, state that they offer correspondence in alternative ways other than digitally, show that they involve parents/carers in their child’s learning inside of school, state how they involve parents/carers in their child’s learning outside of school, state how they cater for parents/carers with partial or complete sight loss, state they have an open door policy, state how they cater for parents/carers who are hard of hearing. I then rated this information from 0-3. Please see below the details of what I searched for each question:

Q1) Does the school state how they cater for working parents?

· The school offers flexible times to have parent meetings and to share any concerns they may have
· The school offers flexible times for parents to join in school events, such as sports days, school plays and music concerts
· The school offers flexibility to allow all parents to join in parent-teacher events
· The school offers flexible times to attend workshops the school may have e.g.; those regarding supporting children’s learning

0- None of the points above mentioned
1- 1 of the points above mentioned
2- 2-3 of the points above mentioned
3- 4 of the points above mentioned

Q2) Does the school state whether they offer correspondences in alternative languages (excluding English/Welsh), in one or more of the following: newsletters, emails and letters? 

0- No other language offered
1- 1 other language offered
2- 2 other languages offered 
3- 3 other languages or more offered

Q3) Is the school’s website user friendly?

· The website is easy to navigate
· It is easy to find what you are looking for on the website
· The information on the website is clear and easy to understand
· The colours on the website are suitable for those who are colour blind e.g. perhaps red/green

0- The website does not cover any of these points
1- The website covers one of these points
2- The website covers 2-3 of these points
3- The website covers 4 of these points

Q4) Does the school state how they ensure their school is accessible for wheelchair users?

· The school has ramps
· The school has elevators
· The school has wide corridors for wheelchairs
· The school has furniture suitable for wheelchair users
· The school offers general assistance if needed
· The school offers assistance in the event of a fire if required
· The school has disabled toilets

0- None of the above points are mentioned
1- 1-2 of the points above are mentioned
2- 3-4 of the points above are mentioned
3- 4-5 of the points above are mentioned

Q5) Does the school state whether they offer correspondences in ways other than digitally?

· The school offers hard copies of the above
· The school verbally communicates information
· The school offers information on bulletin boards

      0-None of the points above mentioned
1- 1 of the points above mentioned
2- 2 of the points above mentioned
3- 3 of the points above mentioned

Q6) Does the school show that they involve parents/carers in their child’s learning inside of school?

· The school offers the opportunity for parents to volunteer
· The school has parents evenings regularly
· The school offers opportunities for parents to share concerns they may have
· The school gives parents opportunities to provide feedback regularly
· The school offers information about current teaming methods used in the classroom
· The school shares what children have been learning inside of school
· The school provides the opportunity for parents/carers to come into the classroom 
· The school asks parents/carers about their child

0- None of the above points are mentioned
1- 1-2 of the above points are mentioned
2- 3-4 of the above points are mentioned
3- 5 + of the above points are mentioned

Q7) Does the school show how they involve parents/carers in their child’s learning outside of school?

· The school offers workshops for parents/carers to support their child’s learning outside of school e.g.; homework help
· The school suggests ways in which parents can support what their child is currently learning at school
· The school encourages home learning journals that go back and forth from home to school

0- None of the above points are mentioned
1- 1 of the above points are mentioned
2- 2 of the above points are mentioned
3- 3 of the above points are mentioned

Q8) Does the school state how they cater for parents/carers with partial or complete sight loss?

· The school offers information in brail
· Information is shared verbally
· The school has wide corridors
· The school offers assistance in the event of an emergency if required
· The schools allow guide dogs in the building
· The school has brail around the building

0- None of the points above mentioned
1- 1-2 of the points above mentioned
2- 3-4 of the points above mentioned
3- 5 + of the points above mentioned

Q9) Does the school state that they have an open-door policy?

Yes (Y)
No (N)

Q10) Does the school state how they cater for parents/carers who are hard of hearing or who are deaf?

· The school offers newsletters/emails and letters in hard copies
· The school provides the opportunity for lip reading through face to face sharing of information
· The school has someone available who can translate information through sign language when needed
· The school offers hearing aid information in the reception

0- None of the above points are mentioned
1- 1-2 of the above points are mentioned
2- 3 of the above points are mentioned
3- 4 of the above points are mentioned 

I conducted a systematic literature review, ensuring I gathered and analysed information which was current, relevant, accurate and reliable. I browsed articles on my university’s library catalogue,  ‘Browzine’, and through databases such as: ‘Education source’ and ‘Proquest central’ I also used research repository through my university as well as other universities. I used ‘phrase searching’ and using ‘boolean operators’, i.e.: ‘and’, and ‘or’, as well as ensuring I look beyond the first page of results. To narrow down the content  I filtered the results through reading the abstract and the conclusion.

I used a quantitative approach to aid readability, in terms of visualisation, analysis and interpretation , and to make it easier for me to gather and analyse my data. I used this research method as I was gathering information in numerical form and analysing through mathematical methods (Gunderson, 2002). Quantitative research allows researchers to rely on hypotheses testing, therefore the researcher does not guess but instead follows guidelines and their objectives (Litchman, 2013). Furthermore, quantitative research is easier to replicate and compare (Shank and Brown, 2007). Additionally Quantitative research allows researchers to predict and generalise findings to a relevant larger population (Daniel, 2016). This is not always possible with a qualitative research approach as this is more typically centred around human beliefs and values (Daniel, 2016). On the other hand, there are a number of disadvantages of a quantitative approach, in comparison to a qualitative  one, and these include: adopting a detached manner which may increase the chances the researcher is  seen as an ‘observer’ (Daniel, 2016). This could make it difficult to obtain in depth data (Daniel, 2016). However, due to Covid-19 and the current restrictions, I concluded that using a quantitative research approach was the safest option for the participants and myself, as this reduced unnecessary in-person contact. I also believed that any ethical concerns were greatly reduced e.g.: because I was not going to have in-person contact.

I used secondary data, as again due to Covid-19- schools were closed until the end of January 2021 at least, with no information on when they would be re-opening. This meant I would have not been able to physically interview headteachers as I had originally planned. I considered asking headteachers for an interview via Skype or a phone call, however due to learning being moved online, school staff were already under increased stress. Nonetheless, an advantage of using secondary data was that I had potential to discuss what is already available online for prospective parents wanting to send their child to the school.
The information I recorded is arbitrary to a degree, because my results are essentially an interpretation of the information from the websites. My idea of what an effective parent partnership is, however based on the knowledge I have gained through professional experience. Moreover, I have clearly outlined the criteria I was searching for each of my questions, as outlined previously. I did consider a binary approach, using a simple yes/no approach, however I felt this would be too limited and would not show how much information the school has. However for one the question regarding if the school has an open door policy, I used a simple yes/no approach. This was because I did not need any further information.

While analysing and writing up my results, I ensured a remained confidentiality by not including any names of the schools. I will instead refer to the schools using a labelling system from A to Z. I read and understood the BERA’s (2018) Ethical Guidelines as part of the university’s guidelines prior to conducting the study, and I kept in contact with my supervisor about my research. I gained consent from my university supervisor, as well as by the university’s ethics committee before conducting any research, to ensure my research was carried out ethically. During my research, I did not address any schools by their names to remain confidential, protecting my participants from harm during and after my research. I did not discuss any of my participants or their information to anyone else and ensured I stored participant data securely and I will destroyed any raw data when no longer needed once my dissertation has been marked.

Overall, my research plan to conduct a systematic literature review was an appropriate research method due to current circumstances. This ensured the safety of others and myself. This still allowed me to answer my research questions by reviewing policies schools put into place to ensure effective partnership with their students’ families, and how they encourage families to support their child’s learning inside and outside of school. This method saved time waiting for schools to reply regarding interviews, saving headteachers’ time and travel time for me. It also reduced the potential issue of not having enough participants to conduct my research effectively. There was also a reduced risk to my participants, through secondary data collection, in regards to their reputation. For example, because I was no longer interviewing any participants, there was less chance any confidential information was disclosed to the wrong people, leading to possible job loss. This method also meant that there was less chance anyone would be emotionally affected during or after my research. In addition to this, this method reduced the risk to me as a researcher, as I was no longer travelling to my participants, therefore I was no longer putting myself in a situation that I had not been in before, which may have been dangerous. In regards to the university, I had less chance of putting the universities’ reputation at risk as I was no longer working first hand with the public.
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Figure 1:  Results from  Q1-9, in percentages of primary schools (n = 39) meeting criteria for effective partnership. Q1 = Does the school state that they cater for working parents? E.g., flexible times offered for parent evenings, school events, parent-teacher events and workshops. Q2 = Does the school state whether they offer correspondences in alternative languages (excluding English/Welsh), in one or more of the following: newsletters, emails and letters? E.g.; how many alternative languages are offered. Q3 =  Is the school’s website user friendly? E.g.; website is easy to navigate, easy to find information looking for and information is easy to understand. Q4 = Does the school state how they ensure their school is accessible for wheelchair users? E.g.; ramps, elevators are avalible. Q5 = Does the school state whether they offer correspondences in ways other than digitally? E.g.; hard copies available, information is offered verbally and is available on the school bulletin board.  Q6 = Does the school show that they involve parents/carers in their child’s learning inside of school? E.g.; parents are able to volunteer within the school, school offers parent evenings and opportunities to share concerns/feedback. Current teaching methods are explained to parents/carers, alongside what they are currently learning in the classroom. Q7 = Does the school show how they involve parents/carers in their child’s learning outside of school? E.g.; workshops available regarding: homework help and teaching methods.Q8 = Does the school state how they cater for parents/carers with partial or complete sight loss? E.g.; information offered in brail and verbally, or guide dogs being allowed inside school. Q10 = Does the school state how they cater for parents/carers who are hard of hearing or who are deaf? E.g.; newsletters and emails available as hard copies, opportunities to lip read through face-to-face while information is being shared, sign language offered during parent events. The figure key shows the points each school scored for the criteria of each question. Red = 0, blue = 1, purple = 2, yellow = 3 and grey = no website available (N/A). One  school only had a temporary website available, with limited information. One of the schools website did not translate to English well, therefore I could not read the information on their website- this school is marked as N/A. 15/39 of schools also did not have a website, and these are  shown as N/A.

These results show that 5% of schools state that they cater for working parents (Fig 1) (scoring 1 or above. 22% of schools did not mention how they cater for working parents (Fig.1). 0% of schools state that they offer correspondence in alternative languages (excluding English and Welsh) (Fig.1). 51% of schools’ websites were user friendly (scoring 1 or above) (Fig.1). 15% of schools scored only a 1,  13% scoring a 2 and 23% scoring a 3 (Fig.1). 48% of schools stated that the school was accessible for wheelchair users (scoring 1 or above) (Fig 1). 18% of schools scoring a 0, 38% scoring a 1, 3% scoring a 2 and only 3% of schools mentioned all the points I was looking for (scoring 3) (Fig 1). Only 5% of the schools mentioned how they would support parents/carers with partial/complete sight loss, however this information was limited 
 (scoring 1) (Fig 1). 5% of schools mentioned how they would cater for parents/carers with partial/complete hearing loss, however 56% did not mention this at all (Fig.1). Only 7% of schools state that they offer correspondences in ways other than digitally/online (Scoring 1) (Fig 1). These were mostly hard copies available in the office, however 38% scored a 0 (Fig.1). 54% of schools show that they involve parents/carers in their child’s learning inside of school (Scoring 1 or above) (Fig 1). This was mostly information about the curriculum, and not how the school implemented the curriculum within their school, or their current topic they are learning in school. Most of these schools mentioned parent evenings, however very few were being offered to gather feedback from parents/carers, and did not have any information on current teaching methods used in their school. 5% of schools did state how they involved parents in their child’s learning outside of school, however mostly gave ‘general’ ways the parents/carers can support their child at home (Fig 1). These were not specific to certain subjects around what they were learning at the current time. Only 3% of  schools mentioned having workshops for parents regarding homework help/advice (Fig.1). 51% of schools mentioned having an open-door policy (Fig. 2).

As mentioned above, one of the schools had a temporary website available, with no time was given on how long it would be up for. However, I did include this school in my results as there is information available. Another of the schools did not translate to English well so I could not read all the information on the website, however it appeared like they had very limited information on there. 38% (15/39) of the schools did not have a website available to view as a member of public. (Fig 1 and 2). I did not include these schools in my results. They are shown on Figure 1 and 2 as ‘N/A’. My raw data can be found in my Appendix.

Answer
Number of schools


Figure 2: Results from Q10, does the school offer an open door policy? (n = 39). Information was collected using a simple yes/no (Y/N) format and by imputing N/A if a website was not available for the school.  One school only had a temporary website available so had limited information available, and one of the school’s website did not translate to English well, therefore I could not read the information on their website., this website is marked as N/A. 15/39 of schools did not have a website, and this is marked as N/A.
Discussion

Hartas (2011) shows most parents seem to be committed to being involved in their child’s learning, despite their socio-economic status. Parents were found to engage in activities at home, except reading (Dimitra, 2011). Parents who had low literacy and reading skills showed that this impacted their child, as their literacy and reading skills were not as expected for their age group (Demitra, 2011). This was not due to parental motivation or engagement with the school (Demitra, 2011). Schools need to provide: resources to help parents develop their literacy and reading skills if needed, as well as opportunities to provide children with stimulating materials, activities and access to free educational settings – such as museums (Foster et al, 2005; Demitra, 2011). My research showed that only 5% of schools show evidence for supporting parents in their child’s learning outside of school. The schools that did mention parents being involved in their child’s learning outside of school, only mentioned general activities the parents/carers could do at home. These did not correspond with what they were currently learning inside of school. Only a small number of these schools mentioned providing workshops for parents. 

There is evidence that students who do their homework, perform better than students who do not (Cooper 1989; Cooper et al 2006 cited in Cooper, Robinson and Patall, 2006). There are other factors that effect this, such as the parents/carers strategy in which they teach, the child’s age and ability, resources available at home and the monitor skills of parents/carers (Patell et al, 2008;Oostdam and Hogge, 2013). Again, as Foster et al (2005 cited in Demitra, 2011) states, schools need to provide resources and support for parents to be able to support their child with their homework. Not all families have access to a computer/tablet or to the internet due to the financial cost, therefore may not be able to access online resources the school provides. This includes homework for their child, newsletters, letters to parents, upcoming events or helpful online resources the school provides for parents/carers. My results showed that 6% of  schools offered correspondences in other ways other than digitally. These included schools having hard copies available, as well as information being offered verbally. From my results, schools seemed to have limited information on what was available and how to access this. 

Schools are said to be in control of the relationships they maintain with parents as they are in control of the flow of information between school and home. Parents’ knowledge is essential (Moss et al ,1999; Goodall and Montgomery, 2014). My results showed that 38% of the schools in Ceredigion did not have a website available for the public, including potential parents. My results show that 51% of schools have a ‘user friendly’ website. Only 10% of  schools had an open door policy. I question if this indicates a closed approach straight away, and how does the school expect the potential parents find about the school? Oostdam and Hooge (2013) suggests that because parents/carers are becoming more educated on the importance of having an effective parent partnership, they are pushing to be more involved in their child’s learning. This causes a negative relationship between parents/carers and the teachers, and consequently schools feel like it is easier to adopt a closed approach from the beginning. My results show 54% of schools involve parents/carers in their child’s learning inside of school. This included parents/carers: having the option to volunteer, being invited to parent evenings, having the chance to give feedback and/or share their concerns and being informed of current teaching methods used within the school. teachers all have one thing in common, which is to do what is best for the child.

As the Welsh government (2010) states, the groups of parents that schools tend to have less communication are: those with a low income, lone parents, parents with poor health, families with English as an additional language, parents who work full time. This is reflected in my research as only 5% of schools mentioned that they cater for working parents e.g.; providing flexible times for important school meetings . Alongside this, my results showed that 0none of schools offered correspondences in alternative languages other than English and Welsh . Only 5% of schools mentioned: how they cater for parents/carers with partial or complete sight loss. This included schools offering brail, sharing information verbally, having wider corridors and allowing guide dogs into the school. Only 5% of other schools mentioned they catered for parents/carers with complete or partial hearing loss. This included newsletters/emails being available as hard copies, and giving opportunities to lip read through face-to-face contact. Around half of the schools did mention that they would put measures in place for wheel chair users if required. This included having ramps, elevators, wide corridors, wheelchair friendly furniture and assistance if needed. However what does this mean and would they have efficient time and funding to put these in place before they are required or would this cause a delay? Overall, my research shows that schools are still not putting relevant provisions in place for parents falling into the categories discussed here, despite knowing they are harder to have an effective partnership with in schools. 

According to my results, only 5% of schools mentioned how they cater for working parents. This included having: flexible times for parent evenings, school events, workshops and parent-teacher events to enable all parents having the chance to attend. Schools could perhaps provide flexible times or perhaps alternative days so that all parents, including working parents, have the chance to attend parent meetings, school events, workshops etc. Perhaps it would also help to have a scheduled list of upcoming events which is given to parents at the beginning of term. This could help parents plan accordingly, Alternatively, teachers being available before and after school for a chat ,or providing workshops virtually for parents who could not make school events or a hard copy of a summary of information given at the event, alongside an opportunity to answer questions if needed. 

My results show that none of the primary schools in Ceredigion offered correspondences in alternative languages, but this is important. Schools could also offer a translator if needed, or ask for the family’s friend/family to come in for schools events/meetings/workshops. Workshops on supporting children’s learning, should be offered so that all parents/carers can access them. Schools could consider having someone communicating the information in sign language to parents/carers who need, having someone to translate the information to parents/carers who has English/Welsh as an additional language, or provide an opportunity for parents/carers with partial hearing loss to be able to sit closer to the speaker.

For parents with partial or complete sight loss, the school should  assess risks to avoid injuries or accidents. Schools should provide plenty of room in the school so that the parent/carer can walk around safely. Providing resources/signs in brail could also be useful. Those parents/carers who are wheelchair users should be able to access the school easily without causing any injuries to themselves. Schools should provide low tables, provide space around table for wheelchairs, have lifts and ramps available and have an evacuation plan in place for the wheelchair user if required.

Families with a low income should be offered necessary equipment and resources so that they can access what they need. In the digital age, this may include: a laptop or a desktop computer that the child can take home, as well as a stable wifi or 4G. During covid-19 the government has made £3 million available as part of Hwb EdTech programme to support ‘Digitally excluded’ learners (Welsh Government, N.D). Most schools require parents/carers to scan their homework to the teacher which requires a scanner as well as a printer to print of any worksheets/resources the teacher has provided. This should be offered permanently. 

It is important to have an effective partnership between home and school (Buchanan and Bream, 2002 cited in Opdenakker and Damme, 2005) and (Goodall et al, 2011) This partnership has an overall effect on children’s achievement (Damme, 2005). Schools should emphasise to parents/carers the importance of having an effective partnership with them, including the benefits and how important their role is in their child’s education. Schools should ensure they make their parents feel valued and welcomed within the school. Good practice, regarding parent partnership, is when schools understand that their parents like to be informed and being kept up to date on their child’s progress. Parents also like having a basic understanding of the curriculum and are willing to join in school events and become more supportive the more they are involved in school life (Estyn, 2009). Parents also seem to like to attend training events and like to know that their child has clear rules and that they are consistent (Estyn, 2009). Schools should discuss with parents/carers what they are currently doing to support their child’s learning at home and the parents/carers aspirations (Welsh Government, 2010). Schools should also consider the needs and wants of the family and discuss any barriers that could occur to stop having an effective partnership (Welsh Government, 2010). Schools need to create engagement opportunities where relationships can be built by using an ‘open reflective and empathetic environment’, through listening and providing support (Welsh Government, 2010).

The results I obtained in this study may have been due to headteachers lacking knowledge on the importance of parental partnership. As discussed earlier, Rutter and Sweeney (2013) found one teacher expressed that parent partnership was out of her comfort zone. Goodall and Varhaus, 2011 cited in Goodall and Montgomery, 2014) found a potential barrier to effective parent partnership was a lack of staff experience and knowledge to be able to support parents in engaging in their child’s leaning. Staff need training on working alongside parents whose backgrounds are different to their own, this should be integrated in initial teaching training or part of their on-going professional development (Goodall and Varhaus, 2011; Goodall and Montgomery, 2014). 

Information and communication technology could allow parents to access up to date information about their child’s learning, enabling them to be more engaged, whilst also offering more flexible working arrangements for staff (Goodall and Varhaus, 2011 cited inGoodall and Montgomery, 2014). However, not all families have access to a computer at home, therefore other methods of communication, such as: hard copies of newsletters/emails/important information should be offered, as well as communicated verbally. Information can be exchanged informally and spontaneously during pick up and drop up times, however this may not always be possible on a day-to-day basis as parents working hours may prevent (Drake, 2006) On the other hand, the practitioner could have other professional commitments. In these circumstances, the practitioner needs to arrange a coinvent, pre-arranged time (Drake, 2006). This gives parents/carers time to think about what both parties would like to discuss (Drake, 2006). Alongside this, permanent display boards with up-to-date information and news could be useful, as well as copies of newsletters and leaflets (Drake, 2006). 

Covid-19, has meant that many learners, including those who are defined as vulnerable, have been unable to attend school, due to schools being forced to close. According to ‘Coronavirus and me survey’ (Welsh Government, 2020), evidence suggests that most learners have been affected due to Covid-19. Vulnerable learners include: learners with special educational needs, learners from ethnic minority groups with English as an additional language and children of refugees and asylum seekers. These learners require different solutions and extra support with their learner, so we can meet their individual needs. However, learners who have not previously been classed as vulnerable pre-Covid-19, may not be vulnerable e.g.; those with English as an additional language. Hwb has been recommended during Covid-19, providing free apps, resources and software online to pupils. Teachers have been able to set up virtual classrooms and set homework. £29 million has been funded to help schools support pupils with their learning during the pandemic (Welsh Government, 2020)

During Covid-19, the Welsh government (2021) has been encouraging schools to provide blended learning online. This has consisted of: online learning, recorded lessons, ‘flipped learning’, where students carry out tasks independently and then have a discussion as a class online, as well as live streaming and the use of texts books (Welsh Government, 2021). Schools should follow this guidance to identify vulnerable pupils: children must be safe, seen, heard, nurtured and developing (Welsh Government, 2021). Schools should also work closely with local authorities to identify vulnerable learners, the impact on the restrictions could have on the pupils’ mental, physical and emotional health (Welsh Government, 2021). Schools need to identify how the pupil not attending school could impact them, how well the child is engaging in remote learning, families feedback on remote learning being offered and the risks and benefits to child (Welsh government, 2021). These should be regularly reviewed and monitored (Welsh Government, 2021). I question if the schools should already have identified vulnerable learners or those at risk to be, however a change in circumstances could lead to a further number of vulnerable pupils. Parents meetings and face to face open evenings have also been moved online. The Welsh government has said that they have provided devices and/or 4G to those who do not have an adequate device with internet access (Welsh Government, 2021). However, there is no mention if these need to be handed back after the pandemic seeing as we are living in a digital world. 

The guidance the Welsh Government (N.D) has provided to parents during this Covid-19 seems to be vague and offer activities that should be done, alongside formal teaching. These include: encouraging children to dress themselves, tidy up, help around the house, to read books, encourage creative play and being active (Welsh Government, N.D). 

 “Parental and family engagement with learning is the best way to close the achievement gap and yet again this is being ignored. We have a real chance to break out of this (clearly true) idea that teaching only happens at school and only involves professional teachers and young people…” (Goodall, 2020). 

Encouragement at home makes it easier for children to learn and is a vital part of transitions (Welsh Government, 2016). Concerns can be addressed quicker when families have a positive relationship with staff, and the children seem to be happier when families are enjoying being part of school events (Welsh Government, 2016). Alongside this, the Welsh Government (2016) states that children are more likely to continue learning past 16 years old, when their parents/carers are supportive. There will be parents/carers who have additional needs themselves, under stress, have had a bad school experience or have the attitude that school is the only place to learn (Welsh Government, 2016). Welcoming families to engage with the school and having effective communication methods to enable families to express their views is an effective way to start this(Welsh Government, 2016). Schools need to build communication and engagement activities based on potential barriers identified within their school, for example through ‘get to know you’ events (Welsh Government, 2016). Schools could encourage families to be involved in their children’s learning, by helping to develop parents/carers skills through engagement interventions which are designed around the families in the school. Schools need to develop community partnerships and train staff in safeguarding issues and how to effectively work with a specific group of families (Welsh Government, 2016). Embedding a whole school approach within the school, through support and training for teachers and allocating a specific role for someone in charge of implementing this e.g.; improving attendance and how to engage families (Welsh Government, 2016). Lastly, schools need to ensure they have leadership for a self-improving team (Welsh Government, 2016).

Family and Community Engagement (FACE) is a toolkit which is designed to provide practical support to schools in Wales to help develop and strengthen their approach to ‘family and community engagement’ (Welsh Government, 2016). FACE should be embedded in the school’s ethos and families should be seen as partners in their children’s education (Welsh Government, 2016). Engaging with families should be a priority (Welsh Government, 2016). Family workshops for parents/carers around reading and numeracy would be beneficial. This would be twice as effective as encouraging parents to simply listen to their child read. This should we be using the same techniques as used within schools. Schools should run workshops for families to help families develop their skills, which is also needed to help their child’s literacy and numeracy skills, as well as provide virtual accessible information to help engage children in learning. Stay and play days, may also be beneficial for parents/carers, to provide a better understanding of what their child is learning in school. 

Families and Schools Together (FAST) is delivered by Save the Children (Welsh Government, 2016). This scheme, provides an eight week plan for families with children aged 2-8 years old (Welsh Government, 2016). It’s aim is to support families by encouraging good behaviour and a positive attitude towards school (Welsh Government, 2016). It encourages parents to be involved in their child’s learning and development at home (Welsh Government, 2016). This involves weekly two and a half hour sessions and follow up sessions monthly (Welsh Government, 2016). 

Through my research, I have noticed patterns emerging that are similar to my literature review findings. Teachers tend to keep parents at a distance, instead of having an ‘open approach’ (Oostdam and Hooge, 2013). My findings suggest schools seem to show a closed approach with their families within their school. (Drake, 2006), states parents/carers know their children best, therefore communication between school and families are crucial to better understand the child. Alongside this, my research suggests that schools seem to interpret what having an effective partnership means differently as suggested by Oostdam and Hooge (2013). This suggests little knowledge and clarity on what ‘parent partnership’ means within schools, therefore schools may find it hard to implement effective ways to have an effective partnership, as well as have a lack of skills and confidence to do so. The Welsh Government (2010) identified the groups of parents that schools seem to have less communication with, nevertheless, this has not seemed to improve partnerships within these groups of parents (Hartas, 2011) suggests that families, despite their socio-economic status, still engaged in various activities at home to support their child’s learning, however seemed to need extra support to do this effectively. This concludes that parents with low socio-economic backgrounds want to be involved in their child’s learning, however seem to have little support from the school to be able to do this effectivity. This is suggested to be a flaw in the schools policies (Crozier and Davies, 2007). 

Brofenbrenner’s socio-ecological model (SEN) created in the 1970s and late 1980 (Evans, 2020), suggests we need to look at the ‘whole child’ to better support the child’s learning. This includes life outside the classroom and the circumstances of themselves and their family. Pupils should be given an opportunity to learn (Blatchford and Webster, 2018). However, pupils with special educational needs (SEN, soon to be known as additional learning needs in Summer 2023, ALN), are not always given the same opportunities. Those with SEN: have a higher chance of receiving an exclusion, a lower chance of finding employment, a higher chance of poverty, a higher chance of developing mental health difficulties and a higher chance of dying at least 15 years younger than others (O’Brein, N.D). Partnership with parents is particularly essential for these families to support their child’s leaning inside and outside of the classroom. A child with ADHD may need additional support in the classroom  o meet their needs. These could include: classroom support, quiet time, visual cards to communicate, non-distracting classroom displays and/or extra support during transitions. Children with ADHD may also require flexible schools hours as it may take longer for the child to carry out everyday tasks e.g., getting dressed for school and eating breakfast. Outside of school, a child with ADHD may need to be set short, achievable homework to complete. Alongside this, the child may benefit from being set tasks to help with their everyday skills e.g.; turn taking, crossing the road safely, expressing needs effectively or socialising. These could be set between the child, parent/carer and the teacher and be achievable inside and outside of school. A school’s special educational needs coordinator (SENCO) may also be involved. Children with ADHD are more at risk of receiving an exclusion at school, low self-esteem and underachieving at school as they are seen as ‘difficult’, ‘demanding’ and ‘defiant’ (ADHD foundation, N.D). The ADHD foundation (N.D), suggests teachers could: use flash cards, reward systems and give warnings when a transition is coming up. Sitting the child away from busy display boards, distractable students, doors and windows and sitting them at the front of the classroom may help the child stay more focused (ADHD foundation, N.D). A child with ADHD, may also benefit from regular breaks where they are given the opportunity to walk around, as well as being able to use fidget toys in the classroom (ADHD foundation, N.D). Simple directions and jobs could be given too, as well as slower transitions (ADHD foundation, N.D). 

Children with English as an additional language could also particularly benefit from an effective parent partnership. This could include: asking the parents/carers to write down key words the child may use in school, in their first language. This could help with transitioning and the teacher being able to form a relationship with the child. The teacher could also give the parents/carers visual cards to practice simple words in English/Welsh used in the classroom at home. Signs around the classroom in the child’s first language, alongside having a visual timetable of the school day could help ease any anxiety the child may have.

The additional transformation programme, created by the Welsh government, aims to improve expectations, experiences and outcomes for children and young people with ALN (Welsh Government, N.D). The Welsh Government aims to merge the current systems for SEN and learning difficulties and/or disabilities (LDD) in further education, to create a unified and simpler system for 0-25 learners with ALN. 

My results change the way I consider who is responsible for having an ineffective partnership with parents. I believe schools are the main party responsible for this, However, headteachers and staff seem to need more guidance and support through on-going training, so that they can improve their knowledge, skills and confidence to implement an effective parent partnership approach within their school.  I think training would be beneficial if it is particularly aimed at groups schools seem to have less communication with, identified by the Welsh Government (2010). It may also be beneficial if schools identify possible barriers that could occur with families within their school before exist. 

I did not have access to the school’s exam results so I cannot comment on the impact the lack of parental engagement from the schools, have on children’s learning. This was also only a small scale research and only represented one county, therefore does not give an accurate representation of all primary schools in Wales. The information on the websites may not have given me a complete insight on how the school ensures an effective partnership with their families.

Conclusion 

Parental involvement was once believed to be the a parents’ responsibility, however research shows it is equally the school’s responsibility (Avvasti, Besbas and Guyon, 2010) and Goodall and Varhaus, 2011). Parent’s beliefs on what their role is in their child’s education, parent’s attitudes towards their role in school and then general demands of the school, all influence parents involvement within their school (Depsey and Sandler, 1995). Effective parent partnerships are said to improve a child’s academic achievement within school (Harris and Goodall, 2008), therefore schools need to encourage effective parent partnership as much as possible (Avvasati, Besbas and Guyon, 2010). In order to do this, schools need to identify potential barriers within their school (Opdennakker and Damme, 2005). Often parents/carers are seen as ‘hard to reach’, however this is solely because the school is not welcoming and diverse enough to accommodate all families (Crozier and Davis, 2007). Teachers are known to sometimes keep parents/carers at a ‘safe distance’, however as parents/carers are becoming more informed of the importance of being involved in their child’s learning, this is becoming less possible (Oastdam and Hooge, 2013). Despite this, practitioners need to ensure they learn from their children’s families, as they tend to know their child best (Drake, 2006;Harris and Goodall, 2011). Welsch and Zimmer (2008) state that parents with higher education and wages, are the ones who are most likely to be involved in their child’s learning, however Hartas (2011) shows through research, that parents/carers want to be involved in their child’s learning, despite their socio-economic status. Nevertheless, the quality of this could be effected due to the lack of resources, opportunities, time and families education (Hartas, 2011). This supports research showing that a barrier to effective parent partnership is due to the school not being accommodating enough to all families (Larean, 1987). Schools need to offer support so that they can support their child’s learning e.g.; reading skills. This would also help families break the poverty cycle , giving them the chance to move up on the economic ladder (World Bank Group, 2018). Research has shown that children who come from families living in poverty, are more likely to end up in poverty themselves (World Bank Group, 2018).

Through my research, I found that only 5% of schools in Ceredigion mention how they would support working parents. This may indicate that working parents are unable to the involved in their child’s learning as much as they wish to be. This could be due to their working hours clashing with school events. 51% of schools mentioned an open door policy, however offered little information on this. My results also show that 3% of schools, did not mention how they would accommodate for parents/carers with English/Welsh as an additional language. This again may indicate that these groups of parents are unable to be involved in their child’s learning, as well as not being able to fully understand information given to them. Just over half of school’s websites seemed to be user friendly, meaning that it was easy to navigate around the site and find the information you may require, however only 23% of schools appeared to offer other correspondences, other than digitally. This could mean, that families without a computer or internet access, may not be able to access the same information as other families. Less than half of families mentioned how they support wheel chair users,  and very few mentioned supporting those with partial/full hearing and/or sight loss. This signifies that these groups of parents may have difficulty accessing services throughout the school e.g.; navigating around the school and attending workshops. Over half of schools seemed to mention how they involved families in their child’s learning inside of school, however less than a third of schools mentioned how they involved families outside of school to support their child’s learning.

My research concludes that primary schools, in Ceredigion, do not seem to be accommodating enough for all families to allow them to be involved in their child’s learning inside and outside of school. I identified possible barriers that could stop groups of parents, including: working parents and low income families, not being about to access the same opportunities as others, overall possibly effecting children’s achievement. Schools need to be able to identify these barriers within their school and work to overcome them so that all children are given equal opportunities and able to reach their full potential. 

Blandford (2016) shows that after introducing various parental events, a foundation can be built for an effective partnership with their families within a school. In this case, his then led to the workshops being made available, including workshops to help families support their child’s learning at home (Blandford, 2016). After finding out parents in their school had low literacy skills, as well as limited opportunities to develop this, workshops were created to help parents improve their literacy skills, this was said to be very effective (Blandford, 2016). This suggests that we need to identify potential barriers early on and work to overcome these before they even become  barriers. This should be tailored to individuals in  each school, according to the families t. Schools should be working with families to ensure children have the best educational outcomes. Staff training and development around parent partnership is essential, as this enables staff to gain knowledge and the skills to build an effective partnership with their families within their school (Blandford, 2016 and Desforger, 2003). Other methods to overcome barriers could be: schools providing opportunities, resources e.g.; laptops, stimulating materials and activities to families. Schools could also consider being more flexible with the times they organise school events, perhaps by offering alternative days and times for events. A scheduled timetable of upcoming events throughout the year could help parents plan for these in advance. Teachers could also try to make themselves available to talk before and/or after school. Schools also need to ensure that their school is accessible for everyone, including wheelchair users and those with partial/complete hearing and/or sight loss, this could include: having wide corridors and assistance available if required.

Covid-19 has made us all aware of the importance of parent partnership like never before. Parents/carers have been encouraged to be involved in their child’s learning even more. During this time, many parents/carers have been home-schooling their children, with their children’s teachers support and guidance. The Welsh Government has also provided additional funding to support schools during this time. I hope this pandemic has shed a light on the importance of parent partnership, and parents/carers continue to be involved in their child’s learning in the future.

Through my research, I have identified that there seems to be a lack of understanding on what parent partnership means as suggested by Oastdam and Hooge (2013). Perhaps, schools need support clarifying what parent partnership means so they can increase their knowledge, skills and confidence to implement an effective partnership with parents within their school. Training and workshops could be beneficial for this. 

To expand on this research in the future, I would be interested to explore a wider range of primary schools in various counties in Wales to gather a better representation. I would also be interested in gathering primary school headteachers views as I believe the headteacher has a huge influence on the running of the school. 
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