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This article investigates how schools can facilitate the engagement of parents as 
partners in their children’s learning through a study of primary schools in one Scottish 

of (a) headteachers and members of school boards and (b) parents of children in 

are not necessarily adept at sharing information with them or at suggesting ways 

contacts and made their schools open to parents but most did not go beyond merely 

achievement. What appears to be necessary is to focus on involving schools with 
parents rather than involving parents
their children’s education but schools are not adept at recognising parents’ important 
educational role.

increase in parent involvement even after socio-economic status and student ability 

More recent understandings of the ways in which young children learn 
recognise the child as an ‘active learner’ relying on and learning from a wide range 

family as environments for learning and the role of parents as educators are now 
recognised. There is a consensus of opinion that much of children’s early literacy and 

that parents play a crucial role as educators of their own children. 

Teachers report that they are encouraged by strong support from involved parents to 



in their children’s education it also demonstrates the problems that teachers have 

et al

failure which made them very tentative in their interactions with teachers. This 
resulted in them feeling that teachers did not seem to understand what they were 

doubt about their competence as educators. 
In the light of this research a study was commissioned by a Scottish Council’s 

investigate how parents could support their children’s learning in the early years. It 
also sought to ascertain how schools could facilitate the engagement of parents as 
partners in their children’s learning. It investigated the factors that encouraged and 

how they communicated and how effective they thought their communications 
were. These views were compared and contrasted with the views of parents from 
four case study schools.

METHODOLOGY

schools in one Scottish city that were based in areas of socio-economic disadvantage 

was designed that was sent to Headteachers and the Chairpersons of the School 

was structured in such a way as to allow the respondents to give short open-ended 

support was available to the school. The content of the questionnaire was identical 
for all 3 groups in the study but the responses were colour coded so that the different 

The second phase of the study involved a more in-depth analysis of four schools 

with the school. These questionnaires were mailed out and returned via the Education 

responsibility for carrying out a case study of each of these schools. This involved 



RESULTS

questionnaires were returned from sample of School Headteachers and Chairpersons 

parents surveyed in the four case study schools were returned. These included four 
questionnaires that were completed by the interviewers in 2 of the case study schools 
from replies given by parents. 

The responses are from both surveys with the most frequently cited responses (in 
descending order) being listed under each question. The responses are grouped under 

education in the early years?

The most popular response centred upon parents becoming aware of the teaching and 
learning methods at school as well as its general mode of operation. It was also thought 

of learning at home. This was thought to lead to the building of a foundation for a 
longer-term school parent partnership. It was also seen as important that both parties 

HC. How effective in general do you think your school is in involving parents?

HC. What evidence do you have to support this?

The replies focussed upon the attendance (or upward trend in attendance) of parents 

main ways that you have helped your child to learn?



HC. Please list the different forms of written communications used in contact between 
the school and parents. 

notice boards.

HC. Please list what other practical arrangements exist for maintaining 
communication and contact between the school and parents

(at times without needing an appointment) whether this happened simply as informal 
chats in the playground etc or more formal consultations. The School Board and the 

P. What would help you to become more involved?

for involvement on offer.

(usually the Class teacher but sometimes the Head or Depute were preferred). A 
good deal of store was set on the effectiveness of formal communication via parents 
evenings (some wanted more than 2 or 3 per year) and school reports. Reading 

indicated that the staff were always willing to offer help and advice.

P. Have you attended school events designed to help you promote learning at 
home?

About twice as many answered in the negative as in the positive - but of those who 
had attended there was mention of induction and also bilingual events.

P. Have you received booklets and materials to demonstrate ways of helping your 
child learn?

About twice as many parents said ‘yes’ as ‘no’ to this. Amongst the materials 

HC. Please list the most frequently used methods of involving parents

also paying attention to parent-teacher consultations/meetings. Many also hosted 



was being placed upon home visits. The relevant chairperson respondents as well 

HC. Please list the ways in which parents try to support their children’s early literacy 
and numeracy

their involvement in their children’s early literacy and numeracy

nights and meetings (e.g. on reading recovery programmes). Other areas of support 

HC. Please list the ways parents can support other aspects of their children’s 
development such as social and emotional development

P. What do you think is the best start that parents can give their children before 
they go to school?

interaction with other children. There was almost an equal emphasis placed upon 

P. What opportunities have you been offered for involvement within the school?

Most often parents were offered places as helpers on class outings or secondly 



who required it provision was made for contact with bilingual staff. Also of course 

P. Which of these opportunities have you been involved in?

school.

P. Of the activities you take part in with your child what sort of things do you 
think best help your child’s learning?

P. Has the school offered you any activities for use at home with your child? 
Please list what these are.

HC. List the resources (human and materials) that have been available thus far

HC. Tell us about forms of support for parental involvement already in place at the 
school

HC. What additional forms of support might prove helpful in future?

agencies in the community and a suggestion for abridged copies of teachers’ lesson 
notes.

HC. Do you have any other comments about how schools may be more effective in 
developing parental involvement?



encourage involvement and evening curricular meetings

P. What do you think are the most important things your child needs to learn in 
Primary 1? 

and numeracy (but also science and information technology were mentioned) - and 

routine.

Why work with Parents?

equally

was an underlying dilemma for the process of building a partnership between the 
school and parents. Although there was overlap between the learning that parents 

with parents based on supporting the learning parents do as part of their role in the 

It was clear from the data that all schools had given considerable thought about 
how to increase parental involvement and offered a wide variety of opportunities 
for involvement. Our impression from the schools visited would also corroborate 
that schools can succeed in involving parents in different ways.

Supporting Teacher-Parent Relationships

of an open door policy was seen to be the starting point for communicating with 

sometimes small practical details e.g. entry systems that made simple access into 
the building a hurdle. 

We did not get any sense that parents felt inadequately informed about activities 

Many respondents indicated that teachers were always willing to offer help and 



appreciative of the efforts made by the school to develop attitudes and policies 

bi-lingual families needed to be convinced that ‘play’ involved learning as much as 
more formal activities. 

biggest problem for parents becoming more involved in the school. One remedy for 
this was seen to be more opportunities should be made available for involving parents 

of the opportunities schools offered to parents require them to ‘be there’ there is a 

a busy family life. 

teacher) or a teacher with a primary one class. Whilst this focuses the role on 

of the coin is that it relieves other members of staff of responsibility. The unintended 
outcome of this may be that involving parents is not addressed as a whole school 

want to be involved to the same degree with the school. This should be regarded 

to involving parents in 

useful resource for developing this because it will enable teachers and parents to 

of an overall agreed policy aim.

Roles for Parents at Home and in School

curiosity and desire to learn or as helping them by introducing them to a ‘basic 

parents recognise that they have a role to play in supporting their child’s learning 
many of them believed that the teachers’ had a more important role to play than 

about the importance of the parents’ role of supporting children’s learning at home. 
Communication from the class teacher in the course of her/his everyday role was 
seen to be the main opportunity that parents had of getting information about how 
to help their child. Although schools refered to encouraging the parental role in 

recognise parents as sources of information. Schools appeared to have few structures 
in place to listen to parents and to identify their priorities. 

tended to be concentrated on particular needs. The focus most mentioned was support 



start of the school year. The practical challenge of helping parents to understand 
what teachers are doing in the classroom highlights the importance of valuing and 

schools as one of the main opportunities for involvement because ‘it reaches the 

primarily focus on how parents can support and prepare their child for school 

then my time is wasted’.
One school suggested that ‘we still have to convince parents that the wider 

of the important role they play in supporting their own child’s learning. It is also 

as co-educator. Schools need to encourage more meaningful discussion about how 
children’s early numeracy / literacy development is supported in a wide variety of 

do is valued is to help parents understand what they are already doing to support their 

involving parents in early learning is to develop their role as complimentary educators 
and an ‘educational resource’ in supporting their own child’s learning. Schools can 

parents. Often parents have become involved through social and recreational activities 

activities. This is mainly because teachers were often not aware of what parents were 
doing at home with their children. Our research leads us to conclude that teachers are 
committed to involving parents but are not necessarily adept at sharing information 
with parents or at suggesting ways in which they can assist their children.

broad suggestions to parents about how they can be more actively involved in raising 

parental involvement by developing policies and practices that put involvement at 
the school and guiding parents in how to help at home at the centre of their strategy. 
In these circumstances parents felt that the educational role they played was valued 



the school.

their approach to parents. Head teachers highlighted the importance of liasing with 

number were aware that many parents had their own educational needs that should 

parents.

schools parents
are always going to be involved with their children’s education as our parent 
questionnaires and interviews showed. It is schools that are not so adept at involving 
parents and recognising their important educational role.

parents can provide information to parents about different ways they can be involved 

and the education authority level to develop policies and practices that encourage 

the aims and what level of commitment to parents is appropriate. Different levels 
of involvement will require different levels of staff time and funding. What is clear 

with parents’.

Education Department who commissioned the research.

(Ed) Family Literacy. Connections in schools and communities

Association.

K. Topping (Eds.) Family Involvement in Literacy London: Cassell.

achievement’.



Families and schools in a pluralistic society

Journal of Education Policy

British

Educational Research Journal

.), Families and schools in a pluralistic society

Community Education Research Digest

Socio-economic status, family structure, and parental involvement: Correlates of 

achievement

Social interventions: Potential 

and constraints

Early Intervention in reading: Evaluation Report 1995/6 Edinburgh: Moray House 

Institute of Education 

A new generation of evidence: The family is critical to student 

achievement

Children achieving: Best Practices in early Literacy

International Reading Association.

At-risk families and schools becoming partners Eugene: University of Oregon

School-smart and mother-wise London: Routledge

The Early intervention Handbook Edinburgh: The City of Edinburgh 

Council

Learning in Tandem

studies from the parent education follow-through programs’. Studies in Educational Evaluation

Class Work. Mothers’ involvement in their children’s primary schooling London: UCL 

Partners in Learning Edinburgh SOED

British 

Educational Research Journal 

Young Children at school in the inner 

city London: Erlbaum

British Journal of Sociology of Education

literacy development at home and school. Journal of Research in Reading 


