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Introduction 
Parental engagement is a powerful lever for raising achievement in schools. Where parents and teachers work together to improve learning, the gains in achievement are significant. Parents have the greatest influence on the achievement of young people through supporting their learning in the home rather than supporting activities in the school. It is their support of learning within the home environment that makes the maximum difference to achievement. Furthermore, parental engagement is positively influenced by the child’s level of attainment: the higher the level of attainment, the more parents get involved (Harris and Goodall, 2007.) 
Parental involvement in the form of ‘at-home good parenting’ has a significant positive effect on children’s achievement and adjustment even after all other factors shaping attainment have been taken out of the equation. In the primary age range the impact caused by different levels of parental involvement is much bigger than differences associated with variations in the quality of schools. The scale of the impact is evident across all social classes and all ethnic groups. (Desforges, 2003).

Summary of Evidence (from Goodall and Vorhaus, 2011)

School - Home Links

Whole school approach

Attempts by schools to engage parents in their children’s learning are unlikely to be successful if they represent a ‘bolt-on’ to mainstream activities. A parental engagement strategy, therefore, should be integrated into a whole school approach to parental engagement. And school based family and parent support activities should have the improvement of children’s learning as a clear and consistent goal.

Staff needs

To engage effectively with parents, staff require training and coaching, particularly when working with parents whose backgrounds are very different to their own. School staff should therefore receive parental engagement training through initial teacher training or continuing professional development.

Parents’ needs

Schools which successfully engage parents make use of a broad understanding of parental engagement, and their parental engagement strategies accord with the interpretations and values of the parents they are aimed at. Parental engagement with children’s learning is effectively supported when parents receive clear, specific and targeted information from schools.

Challenges

Teachers often lack the confidence and knowledge to work with parents, and schools do not always recognise or value the ways in which parents are already engaged with children’s learning. Furthermore, schools generally do not collect sufficient data on their own interventions, particularly relating to the impact on academic outcomes. For their part, parents face numerous logistical barriers to further engagement, including costs, time and transport.

Support and Training for Parents

Benefits

Significant outcomes of parental support programmes include parents’ acknowledging that a problem exists; gaining knowledge and skills to manage children’s behaviour, and the confidence and empathy to use these skills effectively.

Programmes can have an impact on how well children bond with school staff, and how involved they become with the school. Parents report a reduction in parent-teenager conflict and an improvement in parenting styles.

Literacy and other curriculum areas

There is extensive evidence on the positive impact of parental engagement programmes on children’s literacy. Effort focused on some aspects of literacy – for example, training parents to teach specific reading skills to their children – is more likely to be effective than effort focused on other aspects – for example, encouraging parents to listen to their children to read. However, with the partial exception of numeracy, very little is known about whether interventions have an impact on outcomes relating to other parts of the curriculum.

Approaches

Effective programmes and interventions are informed by a needs analysis and targeted at particular types of parents – disadvantaged parents for example. And parental support programmes which focus on both academic outcomes and training in parenting skills are more effective than interventions that do not include such training. In all cases, parents need specific, detailed guidance on programmes and on their expected contribution.

Understanding parents

The evidence confirms the importance of a parental needs analysis, along with understanding what parents already do with their children and how they are most likely to respond positively to attempts to engage them (further) in their children’s learning. Programmes should therefore be targeted at particular groups of parents, showing sensitivity to cultural norms and expectations, and including specific, detailed and directive advice and guidance.

Family and Community Based Interventions

Benefits

The evidence of the impact of family literacy, language, and numeracy programmes on children’s academic and learning related outcomes is extensive and robust, particularly in the case of literacy, but also numeracy and alongside other learning related outcomes including motivation and achievement. Furthermore, family literacy and numeracy programmes can have a positive impact on the most disadvantaged families, including the academic outcomes of the children. The benefits have been shown to last beyond the duration of the intervention.

Partnership and multi-agency arrangements

Partnership and multi-agency arrangements are an essential component of a comprehensive strategy for parental engagement. Multi-agency arrangements enable schools to share information with partners, including the police, social services, and the voluntary sector, and to draw on external expertise from agencies specialising in mental health, nursing, and community activities.

Sharing information

Schools are in a stronger position to respond to their communities when they receive information and data identifying how their performance compares with other schools and services. Information needs to be shared between schools and other services when learners move from one stage or location to another. In the best practice local authorities and individual educational settings shared information effectively.

Challenges

Information was not always shared across partners or communicated at points of transition from one location or school to another. And data on the impact on children’s academic outcomes is largely absent.

Continuum: from involvement to engagement (from Goodall and Montgomery, 2014)


First point: parental involvement with the school

This point on the continuum is characterised by the agency of the school; school staff predominate in the relationship with parents. The school is in control of the relationships and the flow of information; information is given to parents but not sought from them. Parents may be involved in activities, but those activities are instigated and controlled by the school. For the most part, these activities will take place in and around the school. While clearly not the ideal in all situations, there are still benefits to actions at this point in the continuum. This is often the beginning point for schools and parents; it is a useful foundation from which to work, but not the optimal end of the journey. The most obvious of the situations in which this point arises is the transfer of information – there are things that parents need to know, such as calendar dates, curriculum themes and topics. 
Second point: parental involvement with schooling Characteristics

The next level on the continuum can take place either in school or in the home and is characterised by an interchange of information between parents and school staff. The focus of this interaction is schooling – the processes which surround learning. At this point on the continuum, agency in relation to supporting children’s learning is shared between parents and the school. This point also represents the furthest along the continuum that schools can direct; at this point, schools can still initiate and guide discussions and interventions, in conjunction with (not just “with the help of”) parents. The main benefit from this point on the continuum is a fuller picture of the young person for all parties, as that picture is informed by knowledge from both school and home.

Point three: Parental engagement with children’s learning Characteristics

This point is characterised by the greatest exercise of parental agency. Parents actions may be informed by the school, or based on information provided by the school, but the choice of action and involvement remains with the parent. This may take place through home-work, but at this point on the continuum, parents will be far more involved in forming the nature of that homework – it is likely to arise from conversations between parents and school staff, or to be based on the wider understanding of the student gained at the second point on the continuum. Parents at this point are engaged with the learning of their children not due to dictates from the school but because of their own perceptions of their role as parents. 

Epstein's Framework of Six Types of Involvement

1. Parenting: Help all families establish home environments to support children as students.
· Parent education and other courses or training for parents (e.g., GED, college credit, family literacy).

· Family support programs to assist families with health, nutrition, and other services.

· Home visits at transition points to elementary, middle, and high school.

2. Communicating: Design effective forms of school-to-home and home-to-school communications about school programs and children's progress
· Conferences with every parent at least once a year.

· Language translators to assist families as needed.

· Regular schedule of useful notices, memos, phone calls, newsletters, and other communications.

3. Volunteering: Recruit and organize parent help and support.

· School/classroom volunteer program to help teachers, administrators, students, and other parents.

· Parent room or family centre for volunteer work, meetings, and resources for families.

· Annual postcard survey to identify all available talents, times, and locations of volunteers.

4. Learning at home: Provide information and ideas to families about how to help students at home with homework and other curriculum-related activities, decisions, and planning.

· Information for families on skills required for students in all subjects at each grade.

· Information on homework policies and how to monitor and discuss schoolwork at home.

5. Decision-making: Include families as participants in school decisions and develop parent leaders and representatives.

· Active PTA/PTO or other parent organizations, advisory councils, or committees (e.g., curriculum, safety) for parent leadership and participation.

· District-level advisory councils and committees.
6. Collaborating with Community: Coordinate resources and services from the community for families, students, and the school, and provide services to the community.

services.

Piloting The Parental Engagement Toolkit (from Goodall, 2018)

Goodall et al. ran a project with 34 schools in Wiltshire (and an increasing number of schools further afield). The project is a pilot of a toolkit which is meant to support schools as they support parents to engage with their children’s learning. As it stands now, the toolkit guides schools through an assessment of where they are, and deciding where they want to go and, importantly, how they will get there (including noting names of who is responsible and dates for completion) as well as how they will know that they have achieved these targets. Part of the project is to support schools as they themselves change their ideas of parental engagement from “getting lots of parents in to parents’ evening” to parents supporting their children’s learning at home (or in the car, or the supermarket…).

According to Goodall, the project had some “fantastic results”:


One of the most heartening things is, oddly, that schools abandoned the toolkit itself, not because they don’t need it but because the work of the toolkit has become embedded in other areas of the life of the school. One governor told us “It’s now just a standing item – we always thinking, “Is this an opportunity to engage parents?”. We’ve seen a sea change in some of the schools in the project, who have moved from “getting parents in” to really working in partnership with parents to support children’s learning. Some of the practical things that schools are doing are highlighted on the project blog. These include “bacon butties and books” – getting dads in particular to join their children for breakfast at school and then to stay on and read with their children; making a commitment that staff would not stand together on the playground, as parents find it much easier to approach one teacher rather than two together, and asking parents to write a letter to the school and the child, saying why the parent is proud of the child, and what they think the school should know to help support the child’s learning. Most of the things the schools are doing are simple and easy to implement. We’ve not suggested one idea or one way to “fix the problem”, though a head has recently told me that’s what they were hoping for on the first day last January. Rather, what schools are doing is taking the research about what parental engagement with children’s learning is, how important it is, and adapting that to their local situations and contexts.
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