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This assignment will interpret parental engagement and aim to distinguish the terms engagement and involvement.  Methods of engagement will be outlined as well as potential barriers to engagement and the specific groups who are at risk of experiencing barriers identified.  Theories and practices relating to parental engagement will be explored alongside the nature of equitable support offered by schools.  Past and current polices will be scrutinised in order to establish how inclusion and parental inclusion have evolved and developed over the last century.  Advantages   and disadvantages relating to parental engagement will be reviewed in order to examine the validity of claims and studies relating to the positive outcomes of parental engagement.
Parental engagement in schools is described by the American Psychological Association (2019, para1) as ‘parents and school staff working together to support and improve learning, development and health of children and adolescents’.  The Welsh Government (WG) (2016, p.4) describes parental engagement with schools as a ‘…carefully planned cycle which establishes mutual priorities, builds trust and helps parents/carers and teachers commit to a joint plan’.  However, literature on parental engagement is often conflicting and is deficient in consistency as well as lacking lucidity making many definitions too general and difficult to understand how to implement or measure (Nye, 2006;Kohl et al, 2000).  Parental engagement is often mistaken with parental involvement, which Ferlazzo (2011) attempts to distinguish by looking at parental involvement as a school led approach, with schools giving information to parents via letters, with little interaction with the parents in an attempt to improve the school, whereas engagement with parents is considered to build more trust through interacting with parents verbally through two-way conversations and sharing ideas, which fosters a community-wide improvement.
Parents or carers can become engaged with their child’s education by reading with their children, helping with homework, model a love of learning, instil meal and bedtime routines, volunteer in the school, join the parent and teacher association, take their children on outings that will enrich the curriculum, communicate with the school, get involved in extra curricular activities, praise and reward their child’s achievements, attend parent evenings, ensure an area is designated  for homework, provide a nurturing and supportive environment as well as monitoring their child’s progress (WG,2016;Bakker and Denessen,2007; Uddin, 2017).
Barriers to inclusion is defined as ‘…any difficulty or situation that may prevent a child from learning’ (Annandale,2016, para 1).  Think Inclusive (2019, para 1) describes inclusive practice as procedure that ‘…does away with the practice of segregating students with learning and/or physical challenges from the rest of the student body’.
Barriers to inclusion can occur for a number of reasons including: physical barriers, such as, inaccessible buildings, which fail to have ramps for wheelchair access or lack disabled toilets and lifts to accommodate children with disabilities (Ontario Human Rights Commission, no date).  A deficiency in school funding can lead to a shortage of educational materials and suitably qualified and trained teachers (Tickle,2016).  The academic system itself can cause barriers to learning as a rigid curriculum which has no flexibility restricts exploration of alternative teaching practices (McCabe, 2017).  A pupils’ or family members’ poor health and mental well-being can impede on education as it can lead to absenteeism and difficulties with concentration and producing work (UK Government, no date).  Learning difficulties can hinder a pupil fulfilling their potential as they may find it difficult to process and memorise information (Waldron and McLeskey, 1998).  
Cultural and social issues have been identified as barriers to education as some cultures may discriminate against genders, for example, expecting boys to achieve academically and expecting girls to be domesticated.  Cultural and race differences can lead to prejudice and stereotyping, which can result in negative relationships between the teachers and pupils’ families (Joslyn, 2019).  Some pupils may speak no English or have English as an additional language (EAL), which can result in breakdowns in communication.  A family’s financial situation impacts their ability to acquire the resources needed for education also low income or unemployed families may live in communities that have a higher crime rate. A lack of parental involvement or parents being disinterested in their child’s education can lead to poor educational performance and underachievement (Gentry, 2011).
The WG has identified eleven groups who may find it challenging to participate in their child’s education, these are: low-income families, dads, grandparents, lone parents, Gypsy and traveller families, carers of looked after children, families who have poor health, parents of poor attendees, families with EAL, full time workers and families living at a distance from the school (WG, 2016).  These groups may face the same challenges or certain challenges may intertwine, such as difficult family situations like divorce or illness.  Scepticism and wariness could also play a role as some groups may have had bad experiences with the education system.  Culture clashes and misunderstandings can occur because of the teacher’s or parent’s unfamiliarity with the ideas and social behaviours of certain cultures.  Time constraints may make it difficult for parents who are working full time to attend functions as well as geographical issues arising for families who live a distance from the school (WG, 2016).
The WG have released a toolkit for schools giving advice on how to successfully engage with parents called Family and Community Engagement toolkit for schools in Wales (FaCE) (2016).  The toolkit emphasises the importance of communication in engaging families with the school (WG, 2016).  It suggests a number of ways to communicate with families by recognising that one method does not suit all families.  Suggested methods of communication range from letters to social platforms, such as Twitter, to emails and text messages, though recognising that face to face communication is the most effective as it gives the school an opportunity to discover more about the family circumstances and their preferred method of contact (WG,2016).
  The toolkit suggests engaging parents by making the school welcoming and accessible and ensuring teachers are approachable and available to discuss matters with parents as well as ensuring staff are culturally aware and empathic to family circumstances (WG, 2016).  Families who are difficult to engage should be identified as early as possible in order to remedy challenges to engagement, as well as ensuring engagement occurs at critical transition points, such as moving through key stages or moving from primary to secondary as these stages can be the most traumatic for students and their families (WG, 2016). 
 FaCE (2016) stresses the importance of offering equitable support to families by recognising that support needs to be modified to suit each family (WG, 2016).  Support can occur through one-to-one or group sessions as well as inviting families to summer fairs, book clubs, reading fairs, parent or carer sessions and educational programmes (WG, 2017).  It is of great significance to ensure parents understand what is happening within the school and have opportunities to discuss documents and permission is sought before referrals are made (WG,2017).  Families can also be assigned a key worker within the school to assist with engagement issues, which may prevent instances of unfamiliarity arising (WG, 2016).  Alternative venues for school meetings, such as the village hall can also be helpful to families who find the school as an intimidating place as well as co- locating services for families who may find it difficult to attend different venues to see different professionals (WG, 2017).
Lev Vygotsky’s work has influenced the changes within the education system and the way it views parental engagement (Psychology Notes, 2018).  Vygotsky’s Social Development Theory (1978) laid the foundations of constructivism and emphasised the pivotal role that parent’s play in their child’s development (Wordpress, 2013).  Vygotsky maintained that a child acquired knowledge through past experiences and cultural influences, therefore, adults must provide cultural and social means for a child to grow cognitively (Vygotsky, 1978).  Collaborative learning was central to Vygotsky’s theory as he grouped the learning process into two categories: actual development and the zone of proximal development (ZPD).  Actual development is what the child can do independently and the amount of knowledge they already have to compete a task and the ZPD is what the child can potentially achieve with instruction from a more knowledgeable other (MKO), such as a parent, teacher or peer (McLeod,2018).  Jerome Bruner developed Vygotsky’s Social Development Theory (1978) and coined the term scaffolding in the 1960’s which he connected to Vygotsky’s ZPD to describe the temporary support given by the MKO and how it is adjusted according to the learner’s level of performance before full removal (Sarikas, 2018).
Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) also recognises the significance of parental engagement with schools.  Bronfenbrenner  categorised a child’s life into systems and looked at how the systems interrelate with and impact a child’s life (Lau, 2014).  Bronfenbrenner categorised the child’s immediate environment, which is the child’s parents, carers, teachers and peers as the microsystem.  The mesosystem is the connections and relationships between the systems, such as home and school relationships.  Indirect influences, such as parent’s work schedules have been categorised as the exosystem.  The macrosystem encompasses the cultural, economic and political influences in a child’s life and lastly the changes that impact the child over time, such as change of address or divorce are categorised as the chronosystem (Psychology Notes, 2013).  Positive relationships within the mesosytem enable a child to develop and thrive, whereas negative relationships can damage a child’s development (Walker, 2013).
 Policies relating to inclusion have significantly developed since the Education Act  (1880), which was the first act that stated children of the ages 5-10 must attend school (Bowe et al,1992). Exclusion was evident in1883, with the establishment of institutions for blind and deaf children.  1899 saw further exclusion of children from mainstream schools as specialised schools for the physically impaired were introduced. The Education Act (1902) placed responsibility on the local authorities (LAs) for the implementation of education and medical professionals decided if a child was competent enough to attend school  (Robinson, 2002).  The Butler Act (1944) called for more segregated educational settings to educate children with physical and mental disabilities, which the Warnock report (1978) disagreed with by suggesting that all pupils should be taught in mainstream schools as segregation led to stigmatisation and prejudice (Webster, 2018).  Statements of Special Educational Needs (SEN) were initiated by the Education Act (1981), which placed responsibility on  LAs to assess children and ensure schools had the resources needed to support children with SEN, however, the introduction of the National Curriculum (1988) expected all children to follow one curriculum regardless of their needs and pupils were assessed by standardised tests, which have been accused of not being child-centred (Lipsett, 2008).  The Education Act (1993) brought a significant proposal for children with SEN as it introduced the SEN Code of Practice which gave parents more rights as they were able to appeal decisions made regarding their children (UK Government, 1993).  The Salamanca Statement (1994) introduced a Framework for Action, which was an affirmation on the education of all disabled children.  It called for all children regardless of their disabilities to be educated in mainstream schools and stated inclusion should be the norm (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation ,1994).  There was an introduction of three levels of support with the SEN and Disability Act (2001), with more responsibility placed on teachers and the special educational needs coordinator (SENCo) to accommodate pupils with SEN.  The three levels were: school action, school action plus and statements of SEN.  School action relied solely on teachers and the SENCo to accommodate pupils, school action plus relied on teachers with support from professionals, such as, physiotherapists and educational psychologists and statements of SEN, which are multi-professional assessments arranged by the school and LA (UK Government, 2001). 
Regardless of legislation changes the Green Paper (2011) found that reforms were inadequate for purpose and that parents saw the system of inclusion and SEN as confusing and bureaucratic, leaving families feeling as if they had restricted choices regarding their child’s education.  The paper also found that children’s needs were identified too late and called for more parental control within the system (Department for Education, 2011).  However, the Association of Teachers and Lecturers (ATL) (2011, p.1) stated the green paper was ‘deeply flawed in its narrow view of SEN…reflects a disturbing level of distrust of the education profession’. The ATL (2011) also found the green paper to be idealistic in regard to its over-reliance on the voluntary and community sector, with a sole focus on the medical model of SEN thereby disregarding the magnitude of challenges faced by teachers daily. 
Wales currently adheres to the SEN Code of Practice (2002), which places more emphasis on parental rights, engagement and perspectives, with a chapter dedicated to working in partnership with parents.  The SEN Code of Practice (2002, p.8) also sets out responsibilities of parents to ‘fulfil their obligations under home-school agreements which set out expectations of both sides’.  The Additional Learning Needs and Educational Tribunal (Wales) Act (2018) is expected to be phased into schools between the years 2020 and 2023.  This bill currently works alongside the current SEN Code of Practice (2002) until it is phased out completely and will see the term SEN replaced with additional learning needs (ALN) as well as the term SENCo being replaced with additional learning needs coordinator.  The three levels of support will be replaced with one plan that will follow the pupil from the ages 0-25, known as an individual development plan (Dauncey, 2018).
Policies have evolved over the years to ensure parental involvement is at the forefront of the government’s agenda (Education Act (1993), SEN and Disability Act (2001), and the SEN code of Practice (2002).  Weiss et al (2009 cited in WG, 2014, p.28) states:
Over 40 years of steadily accumulating evidence shows that family involvement is one of the strongest predictors of children’s school success, and that families play pivotal roles in their children’s cognitive, social, and emotional development from birth through adolescence.
Deforges (2003, cited in DFE, 2010, p.3) agrees that parental involvement plays a significant role in pupils’ attainment by stating ‘…impact caused by different levels of parental involvement is much bigger than differences associated with schools…is evident across all social classes and all ethnic groups’.  The WG (2014) maintains that parental engagement improves the social skills and behaviour of the child, increases parental confidence, enriches the curriculum, improves handling of complaints and results in less incidents of abusive behaviour.   On the contrary, Goodall (2018) believes that evidence suggests that there is no correlation between pupils’ achievements and the amount of parents’ evenings their parents have attended, also schools should not and cannot change home practices (Goodall, 2018).  Bakker and Denesson (2007, p191) question the validity of studies ‘A lot of studies show negative correlations between the frequency of parent-school contact and children’s’ school performance…researchers are reluctant to draw this sort of conclusion’.  Bakker and Denesson (2007) believe that schools have an idealistic vision of what parental engagement is and it is bias towards middle-class family values and these values exclude certain groups of people, such as, families of lower socio-economic status, who may not have the required social or cultural capital to participate in the schools’ ideals.  Bakker and Dennesson (2007) also conclude that parent involvement programmes also point the blame at parents as they suggest that something needs fixing or the family are lacking certain skills, such as literacy, numeracy and parenting programmes. Fuller (2008) found that educators are inclined to appreciate certain types of support and neglect to acknowledge other equally important aspects.
Santayana (No date, no page number) concluded ‘a child educated only at school is an uneducated child’, this view is substantiated by theorists, such as Vygotsky and Bronfenbrenner as well as the WG.  Policies regarding parental engagement and methods of overcoming barriers have been reviewed and evolved since the Education Act (1880) to the ALN and Educational Tribunal (Wales) Act (2018).  These legislative changes have enabled parents to have more rights regarding their child’s education as well as identifying challenges and methods of overcoming barriers to engagement.  The message is clear that increased parental engagement leads to higher educational attainment, better social skills and positive mental health and wellbeing, this is significant as these factors has been found to benefit society as a whole by driving economic development and stability, increasing life expectancy and helping society run smoothly by creating unification and trust (Bartick,2012; Allen, 2016).  The quality of engagement must be considered as School X (2019) has seen an increase in parental engagement yet a decline in pupil independence, with a rise in the number of  pupils who are unable to work independently, organise themselves or take responsibility for their actions.  It is difficult to correlate claims of parental engagement benefitting society if the engagement is having a negative impact on the pupils’ competence in organising themselves in daily lives.  Mount (2015, para 1) has described the current generation of students as ‘spoonfed…mollycoddled…and indulged by society’, consequently conflicting the aims of policy and practice in creating proficient pupils who are able to thrive in and benefit society as adults.
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