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How important is the partnership with parents between school and home for professionals, parents and children in the early years?
Abstract (250 words)
A Literature Review (750 words)
Research literature has recognized the significance of parental relationships in children's education for at least 50 years. (Cox, 2005; Epstein, 2018; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011) and has played a significant role in Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) services since Frobel's time in the 1800s (Pramling Samuelsson et al., 2006).
[bookmark: _Hlk166777475]Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) emphasize the value of a unique partnership between parents and teachers for children's educational achievement. They claim that a child's development depends on parents and experts providing consistent care. Tizard et al. (2002) further reinforce this, noting that home learning environments are very important to children. Sharing these experiences with institutions helps to better understand a child's needs. Research shows that partnerships with parents have beneficial impact on a child's academic performance and support political objectives and policies. Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) discuss the difficulty of coming to a consensus over the definition of "partnership with parents". The literature review highlights the variety of radically different types of activities that fall under the term. In 2004, a study by Sylva et al. investigated how parental participation affects their children's learning. and partnership with parents and carers. The results showed that parental effect on the results of their children is substantial, and that the best results come from productive partnerships between settings and schools that instil confidence in practitioners' abilities to educate their children and to create a shared approach to learning that includes both home and school environments (Birth to five Matters, 2021).   
Teachers in the UK mostly served as advisors to the uninformed, according to Tizard et al. (1981). In the 1960s, mothers began to actively participate in their children's education which was encouraged by the 1967 Plowden Report. During the 1980s, home/school initiatives including reading schemes were successfully implemented in the UK. In parent-teacher partnerships, Keyes (2002) highlighted the value of mutual respect and trust. This raised questions about whether power equality can exist in a formed relationship and could encourage feelings of "monitoring" parents and families (Keyes 2002, Crozier 1998). In the UK, parent-child partnership gained attention under the Labour Government's 1997 political manifesto. Baldock et al. (2009) highlighted that after the Labour government introduced these measures in 1997, a number of early years policies were created. These measures included combining childcare and education, establishing national standards, and instituting inspections. The Every Child Matters legislation (D.F.E.S.2003) and the accompanying Children Act 2004 (D.F.E.S.) embodied a new emphasis on parental responsibility, a greater role for local authorities, a focus on simplifying access to services, and an emphasis on children in the delivery of services (Baldock et al 2009). To elaborate, Baldock et al. (2009) state that throughout this period, parents' rights and obligations were more heavily influenced. 
Melhuish, Bowlby, and Ainsworth have all contributed to the Flying Start (2007) movement, which aims to provide parenting support to families in less affluent communities. The movement aims to integrate health services, education, and care for young children through national policy and early education entitlement through the Curriculum for Wales (2022). Local authorities are proactively supporting Flying Start (2007) by fostering partnerships with parents and carers, ensuring staff continuity, and sharing information about their children's development. Parents should be involved in discussions about their child's development and wellbeing, and staff should welcome them into the setting (Department for Education, 2024). 
Attachment theory emphasizes the significance of a child's emotional bond with their primary caregivers, (NSPCC 2021) describing a lasting psychological connection between humans. (Bowlby, 1997). They would consist of members of the extended family as well as educators. Melhuish (1991) emphasizes the importance of a secure relationship between a child and a caregiver, while Ainsworth and Bowlby (1991) emphasize the need for trusted caregivers to learn and respond to a child's unique communication styles. The concept of attachment remains a significant aspect of development, despite facing numerous challenges (Waters and Cummings, 2000). Elfer et al (2003) emphasize the keyperson approach in early childhood settings, focusing on the role of a key individual and a responsive parent to foster strong professional relationships with parents and children making a compatible three-way relationship. In order to support the development of children, parent-professional relationships must be based on mutual respect and an appreciation of each others contributions. (Kambouri et al, 2017).

Methodological Considerations (1500 words)
The significance of the collaboration between parents and professionals in the early years is the focus of this research project. The goal is to gain insight into the perspectives of children, parents, and practitioners regarding the development of relationships and partnerships within an early year’s setting. The research question will serve as the foundation for the study and the planning process. A representative, qualitative small-scale study will be conducted to investigate the home-school relationships between parents, children, and practitioners in the early years department of a local primary school. The sample to be chosen will be a random sample of 5 children per class from 4 classes.  The first part will use a questionnaire to gather information on parents' perceptions of their own and their child's relationship with school practitioners. Secondly, questionnaires will be utilised with the four practitioners from early years to understand their experience and beliefs about partaking in relationships between themselves and families of children within their care. The final part will involve engaging with children using various methods to capture their thoughts and feelings on the relationships between the three parties. The aim is to gain insight into the advantages and trials of relationships between practitioners, parents and children.
The exploratory nature of the research will allow for the participation of all voices and a deep understanding of contextual knowledge, thereby supporting the understanding of relationships formed within the setting. All points of view were deemed equally significant, and the research methodologies were created to represent the interpretations of all parties involved. According to Lemire, (2023), authentic participant voices and experiences are the essence of qualitative research. This study's validity will be evaluated using a triangulation approach, which involves consulting other participants' perceived perspectives to assess response consistency. Numerous of the interpretive traditions that Roberts-Holmes (2018) describes were used in the study's design.  The research focused on exploring children's feelings and understandings without preconceived opinions or judgments. The methods used supported the view that children are active thinkers and aimed to uncover the diversity and complexity of their understandings, alongside that of parents and early years practitioners. The study will use a small sample of families in a single setting over four classes to gather rich contextual data, avoiding large generalizations. Ethical considerations will be applied throughout the research planning process to gather authentic concepts and themes for analysis and interpretation.
The United Convention for the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) has played a significant role in promoting the inclusion of children in research. The Children Act 1989 in the UK, supported by the Labour Governments Children and Young Persons Unit (DFES 2001) and the Children Act (2004), aims to ensure children's voices and opinions are heard on issues affecting them. This shift from working for children to working with them has been facilitated by the Children Bill (2004). The importance of children's voices in research was highlighted by James and Prout (1990), and Faldet & Nes (2024) concur that research should focus on children, with researchers listening to them to improve their situations based on their experiences. Roberts-Holmes (2018) emphasizes the need for researchers to actively listen to and act upon these voices. Alves et al (2022) states that research often fails to fully involve children due to structural and ethical barriers that hinder their full participation and contributions. This shift from working for children to working with them has been a result of legislative changes and changing sociological perspectives. Grey and Winter (2011) emphasize that children are capable social actors who co-create their environment. This approach is critical of methods that focus solely on a child's problems without considering the child's environment, culture, and the child's experiences. The challenges of conducting participatory research are highlighted by Grey and Winter (2011). These challenges include concerns about the potential impact on children's lives (McLeod 2008), the appropriateness and competence of children's involvement (Mahon et al. 1996), and the degree of children's involvement in the research process. Concerns regarding the competence gap between children and adults are downplayed by Kellett (2006). In an attempt to elude criticism, other studies have employed methods to record and represent the opinions of young children. Early childhood learning and physical disability was the subject of research by Grey and Winter (2011), while ethical participatory approaches appropriate for early childhood settings were pioneered by Clarke and Moss (2001). Through these studies, we hope to ensure that the perspectives of young children are understood, and that research is conducted with consistency. In order to ensure the success of the children under their care, early childhood practitioners stress the value of working in tandem with parents and carers. Foretelling future outcomes depends significantly on the quality of the home learning environment. Respectful family work acknowledges the child's needs and provides sufficient support at home and in other environments.
Mixed methods research.
The three strategies mentioned above are more likely to use entirely or mainly qualitative data and associated analysis procedures. A stronger emphasis on quantitative data is found in the mixed methods approach, where elements of qualitative and quantitative research are combined for the purpose of gaining a broader and deeper understanding (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner, 2007, p.123). Mixed methods are particularly valuable when a researcher is trying to address a phenomenon or problem present in a complex educational or social context (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). Mixed methods designs combine techniques from both quantitative and qualitative research traditions to address inquiries in a cohesive study. (Bryman, 2012; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2010). This integration involves leveraging the strengths of both research paradigms using terms like integration, synthesis, and multi-methods. (Bryman, 2012; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). Mixed methods encompass a range of approach combinations based on the research question. However, rather than positivist, quantitative research methods, it has been claimed that early childhood studies are better suited for qualitative, interpretive research approaches. (Lewis and Lindsay, 2000).                  Bryman (2006) emphasizes the importance of triangulation in comparing and strengthening findings from different methods, such as quantitative and qualitative methods. This approach enhances accuracy, checks for bias, and develops research instruments. Iterative exploration and explanation lead to richer findings, confirmed by practice. Mixed methods can neutralize or cancel out some disadvantages of certain methods, enhancing insights and enhancing research outcomes. O'Farrelly and Hennessy (2014) used structured observations, consultations, and parent interviews to study children's transitions in early childhood education and care settings. By combining these methods, they gained a more comprehensive understanding of human behaviour and experience, thereby broadening the project's scope. (Morse, 2003)
Interviews.
Cohen, Manion & Morrison (2011) emphasize the flexibility of interviews as a tool for capturing participants' interpretations of their world and expressing their own point of view. They highlight the role of non-verbal communication in face-to-face interviews, highlighting the importance of the researcher-participant relationship, media, and analysis tools in conducting such interviews. Interviews are a valuable tool for gaining insight into people's thoughts and experiences through natural conversations. The academic community has shown that structured interviews follow a predetermined set of questions asked in a specific order (Denscombe, 2014). This approach aims for consistency among interviewees and facilitates the aggregation of their responses (Bryman, 2012). On the other hand, semi-structured or unstructured interviews prioritize the issues and interests of the research participant (Roberts-Holmes, 2011). Practical strategies for these interviews include being informal, allowing for open discussion, and avoiding rushing participants into premature responses (Adler & Adler, 2002). Silverman (2000) proposes giving participants the freedom to express themselves openly. However, a less structured approach may necessitate additional time and flexibility during the analysis process. The researcher's relaxed atmosphere and strong connection with participants lead to better-quality data, ensuring a more accurate understanding of the subject matter, and thereby fostering a more productive and insightful research process. Bryman, (2012) concludes that building trust between interviewer and interviewee requires adapting language to participants' comprehension levels and creating a comfortable environment for genuine responses and is supported by de Vaus, (2014). Ethical conduct, confidentiality, and withdrawal rights are crucial for maintaining trust in interviews. Practical considerations include selecting a comfortable location and preventing eavesdropping without consent. Maintaining participant confidentiality can be beneficial in research involving multiple practitioners. It is important to carefully evaluate the impact of the interview location on participant openness, as individuals may feel obliged to participate in certain settings, such as children on school premises (Mayall, 2002). Digital voice recorders can enhance interview accuracy, but obtaining informed consent from all participants is essential for recording.
Focus groups.
Folque (2010), emphasizes the importance of building rapport with children for effective research. Scott (2008) suggests a flexible methodology for qualitative research, including both structured and unstructured focus groups. This approach empowers children by developing their confidence, encouraging communication, and acknowledging them as experts in their environment. Lancester and Broadbent (2010) and Roberts-Holmes (2014) support this strategy. However, focus groups have drawbacks like single child dominance, confidentiality preservation, and transcription challenges. Overall, a flexible strategy is crucial for conducting effective research on children.
Observation.
Observation is a valuable method in early childhood studies, offering researchers a fresh perspective on everyday events (Roberts-Holmes, 2014). This approach integrates critical observation, open-minded investigation, focused inquiry, and the pursuit of factual information (Clough and Nutbrown, 2012). It allows for a comprehensive exploration of children's development, including their cognitive, emotional, social, and physical aspects, as well as their interactions with peers and adults in a natural setting. Structured observations yield numerical data and are supported by detailed schedules (Bryman, 2012)By contrast, unstructured observations do not have a tight focus. Early childhood researchers can take notes about different activities that are taking place in the setting, often before they begin to refine the focus of their study. These observations result in qualitative data, which are not easily analysed with statistical methods.  Another decision you have to make is whether you will participate in the activities you aim to explore and consequently seek to become member of the observed group. This method is characterised by the researcher’s immersion in the context and is closely linked to ethnography. It requires time to observe, listen to and find opportunities to ask questions without disturbing the normally occurring behaviours (Bryman, 2012). However, not all participant observations have to or can involve the researcher so deeply. Forms of participation may include ‘the complete participant’, ‘the participant as observer’, ‘the marginal participant’ to ‘the observer-as-participant’ (Robson, 2011). Early childhood researchers can take notes about different activities that are taking place in the setting, often before they begin to refine the focus of their study. Another decision to be made is whether participation in the activities to be explored and consequently seeking to become a member of the observed group. It requires time to observe, listen to and find opportunities to ask questions without disturbing the normally occurring behaviours (Bryman, 2012). However, not all participant observations have to or can involve the researcher so deeply. For example, when observing children`s interaction in a nursery context your participation as an adult will be different from your involvement in play with the children. The most important ethical question is whether your observations will be overt or covert. A principled approach requiring informed consent does not allow covert forms of data generation. 
Questionnaires.
Questionnaires are a fast and cost-efficient approach for gathering a diverse array of perspectives, primarily through the acquisition of quantitative data. They can be circulated through various channels, including in-person administration, postal delivery, or electronic distribution, and responses can be submitted through email, online platforms, or in-person interactions. This method is inclusive and can be utilised by individuals across different age groups, encompassing both adults and children.  However, new perspectives on childhood and child research indicate that children's abilities for research participation are frequently undervalued, and that, given the right tools, they can provide first-hand accounts of their lives and opinions (O'Kane, 2008; Scott, 2008). Surveys typically provide a moment in time view of a phenomenon. When used in conjunction with other techniques, such as part of a mixed methods approach, they could aid in refining a research question, testing theories, or finding subjects who are willing to provide more information.  Data generation in social and educational research involves careful design and careful wording. The format, length, ease of finding questions, clarity, space to respond, and convenience of returning completed questionnaires all influence the nature and fullness of answers and the return rate. Closed and open questions are essential for capturing the information required. Other options include rating scales, multiple-choice questions, ranking questions, and more complex grids and tables. (Bryman, 2012; de Vaus, 2014) Developing effective questions is a challenging process, and it is recommended to discuss drafts with peers and tutors and pilot them. The main methods of social and educational research can be used alone or in combination with each other. Each requires specific skills, makes different demands on time, is useful in doing research with children, and produces a specific kind of data. For accessing children's first-hand accounts and experiences, participatory methods, role play, drawings, and photography may be more appropriate. (Christensen & James, 2008; Clark et al., 2014). These methods provide a more holistic understanding of children's perspectives and allow for their active participation in the research process. By incorporating a variety of research methods, researchers can gather rich and diverse data that captures the complexity of children's lives.
Ethical Considerations (1500 words)
Ethical consideration would be given to a few concerns prior to, and throughout the research process. Rogers (2011) draws attention to the varying types of power involved within relationships implicated in social research, and the oppressive forces which can unknowingly empower some individuals, subjugate others and influence data. Rogers (2011) explains that when individuals feel distressed due to unfair circumstances or misuse of power it is unlikely that they will feel happy or comfortable enough to openly offer their true voice and explains that ongoing reflective methods of research will support anti-oppressive approaches. Firstly, in relation to children and their potential vulnerability due to age, particular consideration was given to avoid the misuse of power within the research. The methods used were therefore selected because they support respectful research practices with young children. A research proposal was submitted and passed by the University Ethics Committee prior to any research on this project took place in line with Kellett (2005) who identifies that research must be ethical, to have a regard for the needs and feelings of the participants involved and do no harm. Clarke (2004) states that methods which support listening to the many voices of children provide a more ethical approach than those which debilitate, restrict and disempower individuals. This research included listening to children’s voices alongside that of their parents and practitioners to enable a clearer understanding of children’s lives, an ability to respond to what they tell us, and meet their needs by improving services and care. This is expanded upon by others (Roberts-Holmes 2005, Lancaster and Broadbent 2004) who identify that the starting point for social research is to form socially inclusive relationships involving respectful research where the child is viewed as a person with valid and worthwhile perspectives to offer on events which affect his or her life. Robinson and Kellett (2004) explain the complexity of understanding power relations in child research and they identify that these are reinforced by more general issues that exist between adults and children within society at large, such as the status of adults and children, age in relation to a child and what the particular relationship to the child is, i.e. parent or professional. Roberts-Holmes (2005) explains that respectful research relationships, based upon the process of informed consent will  go some way towards alleviating the power balance between the researcher and the individual; however it is important not to underestimate the possible effects of power as it could potentially affect the quality and reliability of the evidence produced and create possible harm to individuals. Rogers (2011) highlights the need to critically reflect on the chosen methods to ensure anti-oppressive practices are used. This process has formed part of the ethical radar throughout the research with both the children and the adults involved. All of the participants included were made aware of their right to withdraw at any stage of the process. Prior to the start of the project a letter outlining the aims and objectives of the research, along with a consent form and a clear descriptor of where and how the data generated would be collected, stored and used, was provided for parents of children who had recently started at the centre. This was along with a stamped addressed envelope for returning the questionnaires, therefore assuring anonymity throughout the process. These were then handed out to parents whilst collecting their children from the nursery. Written permission for the research project to go ahead was initially sought from the manager of the setting and ethical considerations were discussed to assure the stakeholders that every attempt had been made to ensure no harm would ensue by completing the project. This is explained by Roberts-Holmes (2005) as an ethical approach to conducting research. Once permission had been granted from the parents, the process of obtaining informed consent from the children, as described by Punch (2012) was started. When considering gaining the consent from very young children, Skanfors (2009) questions whether they are able to understand what it means to have their activities analysed. This highlights the complex matter of gaining informed consent from very young children, such as the ones included within this research, and the need for careful ethical consideration. Blaxter et al (2010) highlight the importance of confidentiality and anonymity which were assured throughout the project by removing all setting, child, parents and staff identifiers. With agreement from the setting leader, children were given the opportunity of choosing a name by which to be known within the research, providing them with full ownership of the information that they provided and acknowledgement of their contribution, without risking the identification of other individuals or the setting (Clarke and Moss 2001, Alderson and Morrow 2004). To support the children with their understanding of what was being asked, a short booklet was created using simple words and pictures which were shared with the children, explaining what would happen throughout the project and asking them if they wished to be included. A series of child friendly approaches including “thumbs up” and “thumbs down” stickers, smiley faces, sad faces and faces displaying other emotions such as worried, unsure, upset and okay were used to identify emotions felt by the children. These were used at the initial stages and throughout the research project to ensure that the children’s consent was sought at each stage of the process. Crucially, in the role of researcher, it was necessary that I remained alert to the non-verbal cues that children use to communicate dissent and assent. These are described by Skanfors (2009) as saying “no” and showing “no” and includes non- verbal behaviour such as not responding, pulling away from or ignoring the researcher at any point, alongside more subtle actions such as looking down or away. The identified signs of wellbeing and involvement, as described by Laevers (1997), were also used as they outline and indicate levels of engagement, disengagement, stress or satisfaction and enjoyment among young children. These behaviours, Skanfors (2009) identifies, require the researcher to be attentive to children’s actions and reactions throughout the research process and are described as having “ethical radar”. However, Skanfors (2009) also explains that these behaviours do not necessarily signify a child’s permanent withdrawal from the research but that for most young children, a temporary rejection of their participation in the research seems to be involved. Clarke (2011) explains that visual and participatory methods have become widely used by researchers and practitioners across a range of disciplines as a possible means of exploring the perspectives of young children. Throughout this research visual clues supported verbal discussions and conversations with children and parents to demonstrate a commitment to support the informed consent process with children and adults, especially where individuals are using English as an additional language, or lack the ability to read English. The research employed a multi-method approach with the young children comprising of camera use, the making of memory books in semi structured activities, using feeling faces, thumbs up or down stickers, puppets, informed consent leaflets, and observations were utilised to facilitate the exploration of the children’s understanding and feelings about their home visit. This provided a tool box of appropriate methods suitable for use with and by pre-school children who may lack verbal skills and understanding to present their information and consent in more conventional methods throughout the process of data collection. A structured activity was planned to promote discussion and enable observations of children with ethical radar and focus on the interpretation of the observations recorded. Kellett (in Lewis et al 2004) considers the notion of interpretation of data provided by children and highlights an interesting difference between some research practice and practice perspectives based on listening to children. She points out that within the more traditional research methods, the process of interpretation of data ultimately seeks to construct meanings, whilst recognising that there may not be one meaning but many, however, within practices committed to listening to the many voices of children the focus should remain on leaving the data as untainted by adult interference as much as is possible (Kellett in Lewis 2004). The analysis of the data will ethically consider the many meanings of children through emerging themes and commonalities and not seek to uncover one true understanding. The observations will be transcribed for the purpose of the research and triangulation will be assured by including the perceptions of others via questionnaires completed by the parents of the children and the Early Years Practitioners (Roberts-Holmes 2005).
Children have a right to express their views, have them taken into account and be involved in decisions that affect them. This right is supported by Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, Children Act 2004, Childcare Act 2006, Health and Social Care Act 2012, Children and Families Act 2014 (National Childrens Bureau 2021)

Schools and families agree that the basis for developing positive relationships is effective 2-way communication.  Consulting with families about the most effective ways to communicate is important. Estyn reports that while most schools already use a variety of ways to communicate with parents, only a few consult parents on their preferences around communication. (ESTYN, 2018)
Partnership with parents is crucial. Without good communication, trust and the sharing of information between teacher and parents, the successful education of a child is impossible. (Jones, 2021).
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