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ABSTRACT

This dissertation describes an action research project undertake urban primary
school. This action research project aimed to improve partnerghipavents in the

school, including parents whose children may be at risk of ednehtlisadvantage.

The dissertation consists of seven chapters. Chapter One gravidationale for
parent-school partnership and describes the school in which the aesearch
project takes place. In Chapter Two, parents’ role in educatiisadvantage is
explored, the history of parental partnership in Irish educatitraé¢ed, a conceptual
framework for parent-school partnership is outlined and Irish andnattenal
research on partnership between parents and schools is presendgder Three
describes the action research process. Pre-action findiogsisting of a shared
parental understanding of parent-school partnership, are providedainte® Four.
Action implemented by parents of children in Junior Infants (tis¢ year of primary
school) and parents of children in Second Class (the fourth ygaimwiry school),
together with an evaluation of that action, is described in Ch&pter Chapter Six
contains interviews with parents whose children may be at riskdatational
disadvantage, as well as action undertaken by these parents araluatien of that
action. In Chapter Seven, the research questions are ansvem@mmendations are

made and areas warranting future investigation are identified.

Amongst the main findings of this dissertation are the followilgarental
understandings of partnership fell under a number of broad headings daf thibi
most important are: communication, co-operation, parental schoové@meht and
home and school listening to each other with respect. The alychture of the action
research facilitated the development of parental action inpituect. The action
research process highlighted the fact that some parents gneater support than

others and that parental involvement needs to be differahtmiaclude all parents.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.1  Foreword

This research explores the concept of parent-school partnership lirskan
primary school. The chosen research methodology is action nesgéaee aim

of the project undertaken for the action research is threefokt, F aims to

answer the question, ‘What is parent-school partnership?’. Settengroject
aims to increase parent-school partnership in an urban prsuhopl. Third, it
aims to establish how parents of children who may be at risk ofatonal

disadvantage can be involved in parent-school partnership.

It is hoped that this study will make a contribution to theearch already
available on the area of parent-school partnership by adding to the
understanding of partnership in the parent-school context, by identifying
strategies for primary schools endeavouring to implement thisegpsinip and
by offering an insight into how parents of children who may be ataisk

educational disadvantage can be involved in parent-school ifne

This first chapter will set the action research projectcantext. The
constitutional and legal underpinnings of parent-school partnershipbevi
outlined and the significance of the aims of the project bal discussed.
Possible barriers to partnership will be identified. The oblhe present author
and a description of the school in which the project is sétbeilprovided as
well as an account of initiatives in place in this school under DIEIS

(Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools) Action Plan for Ediazl



Inclusion (Department of Education and Science 2005). Definitiotiseokey
terms used in the dissertation will be presented. The odsgaestions will be

stated at the end of the chapter.

1.2 Constitutional and legal underpinnings of parent-school

partnership

Parental involvement in formal education has been an importpimatan in
educational thought and policy in Ireland and other countries inexelaped
world, particularly over the last three decades. Indeedrigie and duty of
parents as the primary educators of their children are inagdhin the Irish
Constitution. Article 42.1 states that parents have tHeermable right and duty
‘to provide, according to their means, for the religious and maorllectual,

physical and social education of their children.’

The importance of parents in education is acknowledged by the 19B5 Iris
Government White Paper on Education (Department of Education 1995, 139),
as follows:
By the time the child enters school, the home has made abxaiutni to
her/his development which will significantly affect the dhsl
subsequent performance in the school.
The White Paper goes on to assert that parents are Inpagtaers in the
education of their children. It states that the parentg’ conhfers on them the
right to active participation in the education of their childr€his includes,
according to the document, their right as individuals to be codsaitel

informed on all aspects of their child’s education at school kweltheir right

as a group to actively participate in the education systenchatokand at



national level. The position of parents is enshrined in law by duedion Act,
1998. This Act underlines the accountability of the educationmayiigarents
and lays down clear directives for teachers, principals and dBoaf
Management in their dealings with parents. For instanagh@bkmust ‘ensure
that parents of a student ... have access in the prescribecmtanrecords
kept by that school relating to the progress of that student in hiseror
education’ (Government of Ireland 1998, Article 99). With regargaients’
associations, the Act states that ‘the parents of studeatsecognized school
may establish ... a parents’ association for that school and médrbefshat
association shall be open to all parents of students of that s¢Aoitle
26:1). Furthermore, ‘the board shall promote contact between ti@olsc
parents of students in that school and the community’ (Ar#i6le3). The Act
states that the education system should be ‘conducted in tao$gdrtnership
between schools, patrons, students, parents, teachers anscbib@rstaff, the
community served by the school and the stgteing Title). Later in this
dissertation, it will be demonstrated that, historicallyrepts were assigned a
peripheral role by schools. It could thus be argued that the fgdarents in
education is emphasized by the White Pagput the Education Act, 1998 for
this very reason, viz., that, heretofore, this role had not lbeeognized by
schools. Steele (1999, 136) makes the point that the Education Act,db@38 *
little more than afford statutory recognition to rights alrepdgsessed and
exercised by parents’ and states that there is ‘little dol@t “the Act is not as

radical as similar instruments in other European jurisdictions



1.3 Significance of aims

In seeking to state the significance of the aims, Wolfelsl§l®99) rationale
for a partnership model will be used as a framework. Wolferslatgionale

rests ormoral, educationalandeconomidmperativegWolfendale 1999, 53).

1.3.1 Moral significance of parent-school partnership
When we speak of acting morally, we are referring to doihgtws right.
Inherent in any mention of morality, is the notion of values. Malt&i
Phadraig (2005, 94) views partnership with parents as ‘a valuéseli.’i
Prendergast (2003, 109) sees partnership as a values basqd, aesmibing
it as ‘an inspiring and transforming ideal that brings into plagea of
fundamental values relating to people and to the culture of théitutims.’
Prendergast (2003, 109) believes that the partnership ideal propesesdre
values, as follows:
The first of these is a profound respect for persons, expressed
mutual attitude. The second value proposes a determination on the part
of those who manage the contexts of human interaction to hesiire
of all persons in the dynamics of that interaction. The thirdieva
heralds the intention to underline the interdependence of people in
human flourishing.
Apart from the concepts of respect, inclusiveness and interdepee, there is
a moral duty on schools to implement partnership because, gmf#ysi
parents have a right to partnership. This right is legally ynoleed by the
Education Act, 1998 and unambiguously spelled out by the Irish Government
White Paper on Education (Government of Ireland 1995). The moral duty

regarding partnership in education does not end with the school lot als

embraces parents who ‘should nurture a learning environment, co-opéhate



and support the school and other educational partners, and fulfilsgresial
role in the development of the child’ (Government of Ireland 1999n@¢ed,
the Charter of the European Parents’ Association (European $®arent
Association 1992, cited in OECD 1997) identifies nine sets of rayidsduties
of parents. The rights identified (many of which are guaranteéish parents
under the Education Act, 1998) include the right to recognition as primary
educators, the right to full access to the education systenmeoméasis of
children’s needs, merits and talents and the right to informaé&twhby schools
regarding children’s educational progress. Duties include mareoty to
commit themselves as partners in education, to give schofdsmation
relevant to their children’s education and to ‘be personaignsitted to their

children’s school as a vital part of the local community’ CDE1997, 18).

1.3.2 Educational significance of parent-school partnership

Henderson and Berla (1994) have gathered, in one publication efftiteed
Family is Critical to Student Achievemertixty-six research studies that
provide evidence indicating the central role the family playssiudent
achievement. The studies cover programmes and interventionsrlin ea
childhood, elementary school and high school settings, school policies and
family processes. The following are the major findings emagdtiom the
studies, in the words of Henderson and Berla (1994, 14-16):

The family makes critical contributions to student achievenfemty earliest
childhood through high school. Efforts to improve children’s outcomes are
much more effective if they encompass families.

When parents are involved at school, not just at home, childrentthy be
school and they stay in school longer.

When parents are involved at school, their children go to Isstterols.

Children do best when their parents are enabled to play four keyirotheir
children’s learning: teachers, supporters, advocates and deciak®ars.



The more the relationship between family and school approaches a
comprehensive, well-planned partnership, the higher the stadeietvement.
Families, schools and community organizations all contribute wdest
achievement; the best results come when all three workhterget

Common sense would seem to dictate that two vital institutoa<hild’s life,

viz., the home and the school, should work together. The litersuppeorts this

view (e.g., Bastiani 1993, Comer and Haynes 1991, Epstein 1996). The
Conference of Major Religious Superiors states that, underlgangdncept of
educational disadvantagés the idea that there is a discontinuity between the
school and non-school experiences of some children (Conference of Maj
Religious Superiors 1992, xvii). Krasnow (1990, 27) holds that theeyrtat
differences between family and school, the less likely tramhaoth transition

between home and school will occur. If parent partnership reducessas

this gap, then it is significant for educational reasons.

Parent-school partnership is important for pupil outcomes. Toomey (1989)
contends that, when parents are involved with their childrerisadc the
parents are more likely to learn more about their children’sagiducand ways

of helping them, which in turn leads to advantages for the childtrbas been
shown, e.g., that parental involvement in reading has a positp&ct on the
children’s reading skills (Epstein 1995, Healy 1996, Healy 1997, Lani@§, 20
National Literacy Trust 2001). Both student motivation and studsaotsol
behaviour are influenced by teachers’ practices to involvenpsar(Epstein
1992). Driessen, Smit and Sleegers (2005, 514) note that parmoiaement
influences ‘truancy behaviour, undertaking further education and l&vel

aspiration.” As Miretzky (2004, 817) puts it, ‘parents who feel artable and



valued contribute willingly to a school’s success’ and ‘students kmloav that
parents and teachers are regularly and respectfully in teamh to work

harder.’

Partnership is also important for teacher, parent, school and waitym
outcomes. Through increased parental involvement in schools, schffol sta
increase their knowledge base of the sociocultural context ofothenanities
served by the school (Haynes and Ben-Avie 1996). This knowledge base is
likely to lead to an increased sense of efficacy among teacherare effective

and improved classroom climate, and more effective classroomagament
strategies and pedagogy (Haynes and Ben-Avie 1996). Parents whoebecom
involved in the school learn ways to help their children and becomeatsut

to further their own education (Haynes and Ben-Avie 1996). The ptakats

have in their children’s school success is a powerful changeidree parent
involvement is an integral and significant aspect of school chgngessses
(Haynes and Ben-Avie 1996). When the family and the school tearheip,
school becomes a potent force in the community, in promoting healtisgitoli

development among all children (Haynes and Ben-Avie 1996).

1.3.3 Economic significance of parent-school partnership
McCafferty and Canny (2008, 9) sum up the cyclical nature oflithes
between economic and educational disadvantage as follows:

Educational disadvantage leads to social disadvantage both through the
economic effect whereby the individuals’ labour market prospeets ar
impaired by lack of qualifications and basic skills, and througiroapy

of wider social effects whereby low educational attainment reault

in low self-confidence and self-esteem, and reduced sociadjemgsnt.

In turn, social disadvantage leads to educational disadvantagepboth



the individual concerned and, through the well-known intergenerational
effect, for his or her dependants.
In answer to the question, ‘Why respond to problems of disadvantage?’,
Kellaghan (2002, 18) offers a number of replies. One reply istlilea¢ is an
economic justification for responding, that disadvantage is a dmith®
economy. If parent-school partnership reduces educational disadvahige
surely this drain on the economy will also be reduced. The economic
significance of parent-school partnership can only be argued based on
assumptions and deductions. As pointed out above, it could be argued that,
when parents are involved with their children’s school, the pareatsnare
likely to learn more about their children’s education and ways lpfrigethem,
which in turn leads to advantages for the children (Toomey 1989). Burch
(1993) claims that when school climate becomes more collabqgratiitldren
win (Burch 1993, 16, citing Davies, Palanki and Burch 1993). Thising
may take the shape of increased access to and participagidadation. If, as a
result of parent-school partnership, children have increasegsado and
participation in education, then they may have increased outcormkesome
of these will certainly have an economic significance asatul attainment

is strongly linked with earnings (National Economic and Sdesalm 2002).

1.4  Possible barriers to parent-school partnership

Parent partnership, whether it is welcomed or not by schools, bmust
implemented, or as Steele (1999, 135) states, ‘there is ... no doofimal
conviction that parents must have their rightful place insttteeme of things

and that that place is close to the very heart of things.'t iShaot to say that



implementing partnership is simple, straightforward and withouterigg. The

first difficulty arises from the search for a definition,vees shall see later. What
exactly ispartnershi® What is it in the school context? The present author has
seen the term interpreted in many ways in schools and amgiteégincent and
Tomlinson’s (1997, 366) assertion that the tgramtnershipsuggests ‘equals
involved in a mutually supportive dialogue,’ but also when they tlweangto

cast doubt on the realization of this definition in the schools.

Parent-school partnership may be difficult to achieve, and obstawy be
encountered on the way. Heywood-Everett (1999, 160) holds that thaster
‘ambiguous, problematic and (for parents) disingenuous.” He poses the
guestion, ‘How are we to conceive o$ehool’s(italics in original) partnership

with a parent?’ (Heywood-Everett 1999, 162). Heywood-Everett wonders
whether the partnership is with the school or individual teactierein and
states that parents are not ‘homes’ in the same way abeteaare not

‘schools.’

The construction of education as a ‘market place’ (Crozier 199Rakhara,
Hustler, Stronach, Rodrigo, Beresford and Botcherby 2000) could gbein
way of partnership, as it may lead to an oppositional stanceéetschool and
parent, in that parents may be viewed as ‘demanding consumers thathe
participants in the education system’ (Gale 1996, 130). Vincent (15
points out some further complexities blocking the path to partneisbgaking
of the issues of inequality in power between professionahéra and lay

parents, and the dimensions which contribute to this imbalaheealSo draws



our attention to the tendency to treat ‘the parent’ as a singtifferentiated
category, a point also made by Gale (1996, 136) who warns ag&asndr
parents as ‘a homogeneous group with a clearly defined set of common
interests.” Crozier (1999, 327) argues that ‘parents’ perceptideashers as
superior and distant is reinforced by teachers’ own stance’ antthisatloes

little to encourage parents into a more proactive partnerdtiggins (2007)
highlights further barriers to partnership, e.g., the buretcacrature of
schools where the formal interaction between parents and tedtéhders the
building of mutual trust, the approach where blame for school faduceated

outside of the school and over-critical parents.

The absence of a clear definition of partnership in the school ¢owsex
referred to above. This situation is rendered even more cogfusr the
breadth of expectation surrounding the involvement of parents. Brain ahd Re
(2003, 291) believe that ‘parental involvement is seen as a msghdor
simultaneously raising standards, developing new partnerships betaleaols
and parents in the local community and promoting social inclusion.” Uhder
‘parental involvement’ umbrella, they see parents as being dhtoteindertake
various roles including being co-educators of their children, hevgved in

the monitoring and governance of schools, taking responsibility for thei
children’s attendance, behaviour and willingness to learn in school and
providing practical help to schools. The schools are expectedpfmog and
facilitate parental involvement and ‘act as a resource in piogtiie wider

inclusion of families and the local community’ (Brain aneidR2003, 292).
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In spite of these difficulties and complexities, some schoolseland have
been making a genuine effort to achieve partnership (e.gnin.2005, HSCL

Coordinators 2005-2006).

1.5 Role of the author

The concept of parent-school partnership is of great interést tmuthor of this
dissertation. This interest led her to become a Home/School/Coitymu
Liaison Coordinator in an urban primary school in 1999. (See Pages 14-16
below for a description of the Home/School/Community Liaison Schebme
occupied this position for one year before becoming principal instietol in

2000.

The author has undertaken two research projects, in the sdrel, son

parental involvement in children’s reading (Healy 1996, Healy 1997).

1.6 Description of school in which action research took place

St. Mary’s (pseudonym) is a primary school with approximately faurdred
pupils on the north side of Cork City. The north side of Cork has highels
of unemployment, earlier school leaving and lower levels of housemidaie
than other areas of the city (Forde 2000). St. Mary’s Ryinschool was
founded in 1857 by a female religious community, with the present building
dating back to 1974. St. Mary's has a strong Catholic ethos.féttitevel,
both boys and girls attend the school, after which the boys transfer t
neighbouring boys’ schools. The full-time teaching staff of twénty are, at

the time of writing, all female. Up to 1999, the principal vaasiember of the
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religious community. In that year, a lay principal was appdirite the first

time.

The school has a respected tradition in the neighbourhood. It hate@xce
particularly in the musical field. School choirs have actdesccess through
the years, for example in Feis Maitit, and this musicalitica is maintained
to the present day. The parents and grandparents of many of $katgrapils

attended the school and some members of staff are past pupils.

In 1990, the school was conferred widlsadvantaged statu®epartment of
Education 1990). In 2006, the school was identified by the Department of
Education and Science (hereinafter DES) as an Urban Band 2 sohib@ i
School Support Programme under the DEIS Action Plan for Educhtiona
Inclusion (Department of Education and Science 2005). This meanth¢hat
school is in receipt of extra grants and resources and is patheo
Home/School/Community Liaison Schen{®epartment of Education and
Science 2007) and the School Completion Programme (Department of
Education and Science 2008). In addition, from 2001-2008, the school has
been part of theBridging the GapProject in collaboration with University
College, Cork, a project aimed at addressing educational distadye (Deane
2004). The School Support Programme, the Home/School/Community Liaison
Scheme, the School Completion Programme and@tluging the GapProject

will now be described, because each one impinges on thealegeaject to be

undertaken.
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1.7 The School Support Programme

Implementation of the Department of Education and Science [Ed8/ering
Equality of Opportunity in Schools) Action Plan for Educational Inclusion
(Department of Education and Science 2005) began during the 2005/2006
school year and will continue until the end of the 2009/2010 school year. The
aim of the action plan is ‘to ensure that the educationalsne€children and
young people in disadvantaged communities are prioritised and effgctive
addressed’ (Department of Education and Science 2005, 9). Theotwo c
elements of DEIS are (a) a standardized system for idemgjf@nd regularly
reviewing, levels of disadvantage; and (b) an integrateldo@cSupport
Programme (hereinafter SSP) which aims to bring togetimer,baild upon,
existing interventions for schools and school clusters/communitiés avi
concentrated level of educational disadvantage (Department chtimuand
Science 2005, 9). (These existing interventions are describedapteZiTwo,

pp. 59-61.)

Schools in the SSP are supported by the DES to engage in plannjed; tar
setting and ongoing review. Professional development is provided for
principals and teachers in the schools. A key objective gblthreis to enhance
partnership between the DES, education agencies and providers and othe
relevant government departments, agencies, organizations and groups

(Department of Education and Science 2005).

In February 2008, 664 primary schools and 203 post-primary schools were part

of the SSP. Amongst the supports received by schools in thatS3tnary
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level are additional capitation grants, financial allocatiorder the school
books grant scheme, access to the School Meals Programrass &cafter-
school and holiday support for young people, access to transfer progsamm
supporting progression from primary to second-level and access tungan

and professional development supports.

1.8 The Home/School/Community Liaison Scheme

The Home/School/Community Liaison Scheme (hereinafter HSCL) was
established in 1990, when thirty teachers were appointed as @aiordirn
fifty-five primary schools in areas of urban disadvantage @biepent of
Education and Science 2007). The scheme was extended in 1991 to thirteen
post-primary schools serving children who already had the seavipgmary

level. Subsequently the scheme was offered to designated ypsctaools in

urban areas with high concentrations of pupils from disadvantaged
backgrounds and to second level schools serving children who had benefited

from the service at primary level.

In 2007, 278 primary schools and 188 schools at second level were in the

scheme (Department of Education and Science 2007).

The aims of the HSCL Scheme are:

« To maximize active participation of the children in the schoblthe
scheme in the learning process, in particular those who migt risk

of failure
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- To promote active co-operation between home, school and relevant
community agencies in promoting the educational interests of the
children

- To raise awareness in parents of their own capacitieshtanee their
children's educational progress and to assist them in developenrgmel
skills

« To enhance the children's uptake from education, their reteimtithe
educational system, their continuation to post-compulsory education
and to third level and their attitudes to life-long leagni

- To disseminate the positive outcomes of the scheme throughout the

school system generally (Department of Education and Sca&tcg

The HSCL Scheme is a preventative scheme, concerned wéhligsing
partnership and collaboration between parents and teachers in tlestster

children's learning (Department of Education and Science 2007).

A National Coordinator and Regional Coordinators advise on and support t
development of the scheme, liaise with participants irstheme at local level
and provide a link between local and national levels (DepattofeEducation

and Science 2007).

HSCL Coordinators are permanent teachers on the staffs of sdhowhich
they serve. These coordinators work in a full-time capaoityupport parents

in their children’s education and do not have teaching duties.
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1.8.1 The HSCL Scheme in St. Mary’s School

St. Mary’s School became part of the HSCL Scheme in 1994, whehtisnie
coordinator was appointed. Since then, four members of the ngastaff
have, in turn, occupied the position. A section of the school buiigidgvoted
specifically to parents. This consists of two parents’ roomsaraifice for the
HSCL Coordinator. The work of the coordinator consists mainly of the
following:

» Organization of courses and classes for parents in the @afeas
curriculum, personal development, parenting, leisure activiied
aspects of educational development ranging from basic
literacy/numeracy to certificate examination subjects

* Home visitation with the objective of establishing bonds of trugh wi
parents and families and supporting parents in the identificationiof the
developmental needs (Department of Education and Science 2007)

* The training of parents as educational home visitors and atassr
aides

* The involvement of parents in their children’s learning

» The facilitation of parents and teachers working together onypolic

formation

Networking with voluntary and statutory agencies

1.9 The School Completion Programme

The School Completion Programme (hereinafter SCP) is a Degartof
Education and Science programme which aims to have a significativgos

impact on levels of young people's retention in primary and secorad |
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schools and on numbers of pupils who successfully complete the Senler Cy

or equivalent (Department of Education and Science 2008). SCPjststdbh

2002, replaced the earlier Early School Leavers’ InitiatiMar{in 1998a) and

the Stay in School Retention Initiative (Martin 1999). SCPksyacomponent

of the Department of Education and Science’'s strategy to disatien
positively in favour of children and young people who are at risk affar are
experiencing educational disadvantage and is integrated into the School
Support Programme, as part of the DEIS Action Plan (Depattaieeducation

and Science 2005). SCP focuses on those who are at risk of educationa
disadvantage and of early school-leaving. Selected schools naarpriand
second levels that form an educational community network seaveas with

the highest levels of disadvantage and early school leavinghared by the

DES to participate in the SCP. Participating schools amguired, in
collaboration with the representatives of local statutory and \aiyaigencies,

to devise focused and targeted integrated plans in the holistic sopgoring

people at risk (Department of Education and Science 2008).

At local level, SCP is managed by a specially constitutechnaittee of
representatives of schools and other relevant agencies. Adocalinator
oversees the day-to-day running of the project at local level. iftacdves
coordinating the work of project workers who, typically, consisisagport

teachers and/or youth workers.
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1.9.1 The SCP in St. Mary’s School

St. Mary's was part of the Early School Leavers’ InitiatiMartin 1998a)
since the inception of the latter in 1998 and became part of SCEOH St.
Mary’s School collaborates each school year with the local I@&kagement
Committee to formulate and submit the Local Retention PlaM&t's shares
a SCP project worker with a neighbouring school. Each school y&arpls
staff, in consultation and collaboration with the local SCP coomirsatd SCP
project worker, compile a list of children deemed most atafsarly school
leaving for inclusion in the SCP. When compiling this listtdas considered
include data relating to children’s attendance as well agyf&istory of school
completion. Parental consent must be obtained for children tcipaté in the

SCP.

In St. Mary’s, the project worker works with the principalasd teachers,
learning-support teachers, resource teachers and parents to cowhpitual
education plans (IEPs) for the children in the SCP. Depending ochilas
needs, programmes for these children may have social, peremedbmment,
leisure or academic components and usually contain after-school addyholi
activities. A family component of the SCP is that siblir@jsthe targeted
children, while not directly involved in the programme, aregdiently included

in the holiday and out-of-school activities.

1.10The Bridging the Gap Project

The Bridging the GapProject ‘aims to “bridge the gap” between the

educational opportunities and achievements of pupils in schools in
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disadvantaged areas of Cork city and those in other areas’ (R@@#e4). The
project, which is coordinated by University College, Corké€reafter UCC), is
funded jointly by the DES and private funding sourced by UCC. Theaqproje
was initially a five-year project (2001 — 2006) which was exterufed limited

basis for a further two years (2006-2008).

Deane (2004, 5) states that the project aims particulariypieost pupils from
disadvantaged backgrounds:
» to stay in full-time education for as long as possible and to\azkieir
full potential
» to have a positive and rewarding experience of schooling
» to develop the necessary skills and motivation to beolifglearners
» to leave school with appropriate certification of their ackieents
* to become, ultimately, gainfully employed, constructive andngar
citizens
Bridging the Gaphas five strands, viz., research, networks, dissemination,
professional development and school and community-based projezasigD

2005).

1.10.1 Bridging the Gap in St. Mary’s School

St. Mary’s School was invited by UCC, in early 2001, to paudit@ in the
Bridging the GagProject. The Board of Management of St. Mary’s welcomed
this invitation and subsequently approved the proposal, devised by the teaching
staff, to make literacy the central focus of the priojet¢he school. The project

is, at the time of writing, in its eighth and final yeamar® are underway in the
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school to continue the project independently when the support of thegityiver

is no longer available.

The aims of th@ridging the GagProject at St. Mary’s School are:

To foster an awareness in parents of their role as the iyredacators

of their children

* To involve parents in developing their children’s reading skill

» To foster a love of books

* To improve the reading competency of the children taking part in the
project

» To improve the children’s oral language competency

* To improve the children’s scores on standardized reading tests

To develop storytime as a time of bonding between parent alad chi
The project was planned initially by the principal, HSCL Coordinand the
Junior Infant teachers in the school, in collaboration with UCCthAgroject
progressed, parents became involved in planning and evaluating, léading
subsequent action. For the first three years of the projegt2001-2004, the
children who started school in September 2001 were the focus pfdjeet.
With funding from the project, a large selection of books for younlgirem
was bought during these three school years. In the school year 20012002,
parents of the children in the four Junior Infant classes retdiaining in
reading to their children. Volunteering parents came to the scloamol
afternoons a week and read to the children in these classeswoveix-week
periods. During the 2002/2003 school year the project retained the fofmat

the previous year, but extended its scope to include reading by oldés foupi
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the younger pupils, then in their second year at school, using a plot®sn
as ‘paired reading’ (Topping 1995). Parental involvement was, \revstill
the main focus and continued to be an important component of the programme

during the 2003/2004 school year also when literacy was taught thi@tigh

At the end of the initial three-year period (2001-2004), school stdfparents,
in consultation with the Board of Management, decided that, aidste
working with a cohort of children for three years, the project dewbrk with

a cohort for just one school year. The reasons for this decisiantwesfold.
First, it was difficult to maintain parental participatiar three years; a year-
long commitment seemed more feasible. Second, a three-yeactpuith one
class meant exclusion from the project for some children. # tarefore
decided to work henceforth each year with the children in Eiests and their
parents. Each school year since September 2004, the projeatrisasted of
parental involvement at First Class level in three sixkmé@eracy modules,
viz., storybook reading, paired reading and literacy through IT. Agepth
description of the work undertaken in the project during the 2004/2005I schoo
year is presented in Chapter Two, where it is demonstratethéhptoject has

been successful in achieving its aims.

1.11Definitions

In order to work towards setting the present study in contextjntpsrtant to
present a range of definitions for key terms used in the diseartBearing in
mind the fact that ‘definitions arise in different contextgakions and places

in time’ (Burgess, Sieminski and Arthur 2006, 49) and ‘can be pdlitica
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constructs ... used for a range of different purposes’ (Burgess 20G8, 49)

we will seek to find definitions pertinent to the workhiand.

1.11.1 Educational disadvantage
In their work Educational Disadvantage in Ireland, Kellaghan, Weir,
OhUallachain and Morgan (1995, 2) point out that there have been remarkably
few efforts to define the termaducational disadvantagend that other terms,
e.g.,marginalized, underprivileged andat risk are frequently assumed to have
the same meaning.Perhaps this is as a result of the complexity of the notion
of educational disadvantage. Boldt and Devine (1998, 8) focus our minds
this complexity when they pose such questions as:
* What precisely makes one person educationally disadvantaged,
another at an acceptable level and someone else advantaged?
* What is the cut-off point below which an individual or group is
considered educationally disadvantaged?
» Should different criteria be used for different groups?
* At what point can one say that educational disadvantage has
been reduced or eliminated?
The purpose of this section is to arrive at a definition of eduet
disadvantage which will be used for the purpose of this dissertatfhile no
definition of educational disadvantage answers all of the aboveiansest
different researchers and writers add to our understanding ofrthelteshould
also be remembered that the term “disadvantage” ‘does not hawreeasally-
agreed meaning and may refer to different populations in diffe@mntries’

(Government of Ireland 1993, 143). Some writers (e.g., Downesadlighan
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2007, Spring 2007) even question whether the &docational disadvantage
is ‘an appropriate metaphor for what we aspire to create, yamdife-long
organic education system that encourages everyone in our saciathieve

their full range of potentials’ (Downes and Gilligan 2007, 464).

While international writers in the field will be cited, ittis the Irish context we
will look as we attempt to select the working definition which W used for

the present research.

The Education Act, 1998 defines educational disadvantage as {ediments
to education arising from social or economic disadvantage whickergre
students from deriving appropriate benefit from education in sch@ittcle
32:9). This is a very important definition as it is the onlyirdgbn of
educational disadvantage that, in the Irish context, is enshnmévi It is
interesting to note that this definition seems to be taken from idee
stance, i.e., the students are not benefiting from their atiduc due to
something outside of the educational system, and that ‘sometkimgfactor
associated with their parents/home background. It is also intereéstobserve
that this definition echoes a definition provided by UNESCO alntioste
decades earlier, in 1970. UNESCO defined a child as being digadea if
‘for socio-cultural reasons, s/he comes to school with knowleslgkts and
attitudes, which impede learning and make adjustment diffighiTO 1994,
24).  Hyland (2005, 2) suggests a further difficulty with this rdedn,
positing that the Act ‘clearly sees educational disadvantathe formal school

context and does not refer to education that is provided in other conféss
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in Hyland’s (2005, 2) view, leads to a fragmentation in polidgilare both to
gain maximum benefit from the various programmes which haga pat in
place and to take account of international evidence that ‘an atégigapproach

is a better way of dealing with educational disadvantage.’

The Report on the National Forum for Early Childhood Educatimmtained
the view that the concept of disadvantage continues to be définterms of
those groups who are found in a position of low status, power andnodue
relative to the dominant groups within a society, with schoalraias the most
obvious personal characteristic associated with the term ofiNatiForum

Secretariat 1998, 72).

The Conference of Major Religious Superiors (hereinafter CM&s at the
concept in terms of an explanation as to why children from poor haokds
do not derive the same benefit from schooling as their finaypdeitter-off
counterparts, positing that underlying the concept of educationalvdisi@age
is the idea that there is a discontinuity between the school andchonl
experiences of children who are poor (Conference of Major Rakgi
Superiors 1992, xvii). This corresponds with earlier definitions, (Passow
1970). However, CMRS further stresses the need to focus @thbel’s
inability to cope with the needs of the disadvantaged child (Gamie of
Major Religious Superiors 1992, 11), providing a more balanced viewlaan
inherent in the Education Act, 1998 definition. This need to look outkile
home background of the child and focus on the other institutions impinging on

a child’s education is a major component of recent understandings of
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disadvantage and, indeed, it differentiates recent understarfdomysearlier
understandings in a profound way. Natriello, McDill and Pallas Q19
provide this more balanced view when they contend that stusérdsare
educationally disadvantaged have been exposed to insufficient education
experience in at least one of three domains, i.e., the schedkamily or the

student’s community (Natriello, McDill and Pallas 1990, 13).

Taking up this theme, Kellaghan (2001, 3) attempts to define eolaht
disadvantage ‘in terms which are more educationally relevaam imost
existing definitions by focusing on the nature of problems whichliarilfrom
backgrounds associated with disadvantage might experience when they go t
school.” Critiquing the definition provided in the Education Act, 1998,
Kellaghan (2001, 3) believes that it ‘provides little guidanceeiducational
intervention’ as well as exhibiting a number of other inadequddesriticizes

a failure to recognize the role of cultural as well as s@aidleconomic factors
and the fact that the term being defined is also used inefir@tin. (The role

of cultural, social and economic factors are described in Chapter gp. 45-

49.) Kellaghan (2001, 4) contends that no attempt is made to dbine
impediments ‘that might be regarded as constituting the coresafidintage.’
While not providing an exact definition, he proposes that educational
disadvantage is defined in terms of (a) ‘discontinuities betwéden
competencies and dispositions which children bring to school and the
competencies and dispositions valued in schools’; and (b) ‘factors,
conceptualized in terms of three forms of “capital” (econowudtural, social)

which influence development of the competencies and disposititeaghan
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2001, 3). Kellaghan (2001, 15) claims that this conceptualization pro\ddes
concrete focus for identifying and addressing problems which d oy

encounter in adapting to the work of the school.’

Boldt and Devine (1998, 10) put forward the following definition of
educational disadvantage:
In relation to a student in the formal education system, ¢iduah
disadvantage may be considered to be a limited ability to edeniv
equitable benefit from schooling compared to one’s peers bysage a
result of school demands, approaches, assessments and expectation
which do not correspond to the student's knowledge, skills, attitudes
and behaviours into which (s)he has been socialized (as opposed to
those to which (s)he is naturally endowed).
This definition is broader in concept than the definition provided by the
Education Act, 1998, focusing our attention not just on the studeotise h
experience but also on school processes. However, therdris @ heproach
inherent in the definition, both towards home and school. Compare &uidt
Devine’s definition with the definition supplied by the Combat Poverty
Agency:
Educational disadvantage is defined as the complex interaction of
factors at home, in school and in the community (including economic,
social, cultural and educational factors), which result in a ygengon
deriving less benefit from formal education than their peers
(Combat Poverty Agency 1998, Introduction)
This definition of educational disadvantage captures the complekithe
concept of educational disadvantage. It does not apportion blame, but sees

educational disadvantage as a result of an interplay afr&eind not just a

simple, linear, uncomplicated entity.
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We have considered various definitions of educational disadvantagie a
despite the reservations expressed concerning the definition providia by
Education Act, 1998, it is this definition which will be used in firesent
research because it is the only definition, in an Irish contdxth is framed in
legislation. Because of this, it is the definition which must godeall actions
taken by schools, using funds and resources provided by the Irish government,
to address educational disadvantage. To reiterate, the Educatipri9®8
definition (Article 32:9) is as follows:

“Educational disadvantage” means the impediments to education

arising from social or economic disadvantage which prevent students
from deriving appropriate benefit from education in schools

1.11.2 Community

A definition of community is needed for the present study becauséogdage

links between schools and the local community is considered to be an
important strategy in addressing educational disadvantage Dejpgartment of
Education and Science 2005). Furthermore it is noted in Chapter TwB0{p.
105) that parent-school partnership is influenced by many faatetading the
community in which the parent and child live and in which the school is

situated.

It is Getzels's (1978, 662) contention that, ‘despite beliefth@éocontrary,
there is little that is self-evident about how to identify andlgthe (italics in
original) community or the role of the community in the child’s edion.’
There are many understandings of community and a great volumerafture

exists on the subject (e.g., Barth 1969, Calderwood 2000, Cohen 1985,
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Coleman and Hoffer 1987, Etzioni 1993, Hillary 1986, Sergiovanni 1994).
According to Calderwood (2000, 6), the waxdmmunityhas two important
meanings in current popular usage. First, it labels spegifiaps of people.
Second, it ‘describes specific social relations among peojtlenwa social
group.” Broadening the concept, Morris (1997, 387) holds that ‘the complex
concept of community is currently used to describe both a physical ggoupi
and, in some circumstances, the sense of commonly held yvattirgles and
practices of particular people without necessarily implying clpbgsical

proximity.’

Getzels (1978, 237), posing a number of questions, focuses our mitas on
difficulty surrounding the meaning of the term when related tocsth®ol. He
wonders whether the community refers to the neighbourhood in which the
school is located, the families whose children attend the seleal if they do

not live in the neighbourhood, the administrative district responsiye f
operating the school, the political entity whose taxes support the smhimoa
community of minds. In a school context, Miretzky (2004, 819) defines
‘community’ as ‘the cohesion among those who are stakeholderscinoals

built on acceptance of differences, a commitment to the commaa, @nd a
recognition that the school and its environment are interdependent and
mutually supportive.” Sergiovanni (1994, xvi, quoted in Healy 1999, 106)
defines community as a ‘collection of individuals who are bonded tagkyhe
natural will who come to share ‘common sentiments and traditiopaia®of a

tightly knit web of meaningful relationships.’
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It is to Epstein (1995) that we turn for the understanding of thedennmunity
as it is used in this dissertation because Epstein and heagwds (Ames,
Khoju and Watkins 1993, Becker and Epstein 1982, Connors and Epstein 1995,
Dauber and Epstein 1993, Dolan and Haxby 1995) have undertaken a vast
amount of research on family-school partnerships and her typologyndyfa
school partnership (Epstein and Dauber 1991) will be used as anfoaknia
the present action research project. Epstein (1995, 229) points outettertr
communitydemands new attention in studies of school, family and community
partnerships. She understands it to refer to all individuals antlifists, both
inside and outside of school, who have a stake in children’s schoelssuaed
in the well-being of children and families. This includes scho@silies,
neighbourhood groups, clubs, associations, businesses, libraries, local
government, religious organizations, parks and recreation depastnpefite
and juvenile justice offices, social service and health aggnand others who
serve families routinely or in times of trouble (Epstein 1995, 2E@ktein
(1992, 14) states:
Community refers to the child’'s home neighbourhood, the school
neighbourhood, school context, and the wider local community of
business, civic, cultural, religious, and other organizations gexcées

that influence children’s learning and development and that could
enhance family and school influences on children.

1.11.2.1 The School Community

Goodlad (1984, 353) refers to ‘the concept of an ecology of educating
institutions.” This concept embraces the broader definition ohwanity dealt
with in the previous section but, within the school, a community exssts.
Calderwood (2000) refers to the difficulty of describing communitghe

(2000, 1) reminds us that ‘the idea of community will likely meamething

29



different at each school, and the social relations and praafcesmmunity
will proceed and be understood uniquely at every school, if theyhare &t

all’

Understandings of components of the school community include thaghbér
vision and aims (Prendergast 2003), relationships (Sergiovanni 1B84)se

of symbols (Healy 1999), symbolic behaviour (Calderwood 2000) and shared
values (Redding 1997). Dewey (1966,4), commenting on what people must
have in common to form a community, lists ‘aims, beliefs, ratipns,
knowledge’ and ‘a common understanding.’” Pintrich and Schunk (2002, 363)
note that, while a sense of community is ‘a rather vaguetroens it would
include ‘individuals’ feelings that they belong to the group ... thay tare
committed to the organization’s goals and values’ and thate‘tigrsome
reciprocity in the relation such that the representativeBeobtganization care
about and are concerned about the individual group member.” Calderwood
(2000, 2) states that ‘the social relations of community aceingted in
individuated and group identity.” Norlander-Case, Reagan and Case 8899
speak of an ‘educative community’ that would ‘advantage individiasigh

the collection of knowledge and skills held by all its merabe

Prendergast (2003, 109) contends that ‘community grows when people share
vision and aims, when they feel that they belong, are alldevembntribute,

have a say in where things are going, are recognisedjioS8anni (1994, xiii)
states that community is ‘the tie that binds students aachées together in

special ways, to something more significant than themsedhased values and
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ideals.” Caldwell and Spinks (1992, 115) consider that ‘in many respects
school is a community of communities,’ three of these beingdherwnity of
teachers, the community of parents and the community of studzadthvell

and Spinks (1992, 115) also speak of the ‘learning community’ in a school.
Speaking of ways in which ‘teachers, parents and others canhgiayart in
achieving excellence,’ they consider that ‘the focus is amlag and teaching
and outcomes for students’ and that ‘the image is that of schoolrdeade
engaged in “nurturing a learning community” (Caldwell and Spinks 1992,

115).

Redding’s (1997) definition will be used for the purpose of this dessent He
defines a school community as ‘a group of people—including teachbo)l sc
staff, students, and families of students—who are intimaaéigched to a
specific school, share common educational values about the acaaed
social learning of its students, and communicate and assoctatere another

in furtherance of their shared educational values.’

1.11.3 Parent
The definition ofparentprovided by the Education Act, 1998 will be used for
the purpose of this dissertation. Under the Act (Article 2),

“Parent” includes a foster parent, a guardian appointed under the
Guardianship of Children Acts, 1964 to 1977, or other person acting in
loco parentiswho has a child in his or her care subject to any statutory
power or order of a court and, in the case of a child who has be
adopted under the Adoptions Acts, 1952 to 1998, or, where the child
has been adopted outside the State, means the adopter or adopters or the
surviving adopter.
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1.11.4 Parent-school partnership

In social discourse, the idea phrtnership has gained currency in recent
decades (e.g., Conroy 1996, Lee 1996) and the concepareht-school
partnershiphas been put forward as a crucial element contributing to ehigr
success in school (e.g., Alexander 1997, Department of Ednca®91,
Department of Education 1995, Government of Ireland 1996, Martin 1998,
National Forum Secretariat 1998). The use of the techool and family
partnershipss preferable tanvolvemenbr home-school relationsn the view

of Epstein (1992, 1), as ‘it emphasizes that the two institutsiase major
responsibilities for children’s education, and recognizes thoritance and
potential influence of all family members, not just theepés.” Many schools
claim to have achievedpartnership with parents, but the physical
manifestations of this can be as varied as involving pareskmng after the
school garden, seeking their help in fundraising or their collaboratipalicy-
making (e.g., Becker and Epstein 1982, Burch 1993, Davies 1990,rEpste
1992, Hughes, Wikeley and Nash 1994, Krasnow 1990, Toomey 1989, White,
Taylor and Moss 1992). This suggests that partnership may haveaatic'el
meaning’ (Vincent 1993, 231) and also points to the fact that, wéflaitions

can be found, the realisation of the term is open to interpreteither is it

an easily attainable state, as Bastiani (1993, 104) remindsdusing that it
might be more appropriate to talk abombrking towards partnershipFor
Lysaght (1993, 196), the term ‘denotes an end state which may only be
achieved through tacit, trial and error, stages of activeicgmtion with

parents in education.’
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The Irish Government White Paper on Educat®overnment of Ireland 1995,
7) sees effective partnership as involving ‘active co-dmeraamong those
directly involved in the provision of education and the anchoriredatational
institutions and structures in the wider communities they senigh' reference
to the Education (No.2) Bill 1997, the then Minister for Educatior;hiéal
Martin stated: ‘Partnership implies that the partners tagether through
seeking common ground and consensus, rather than any one of them seeking t
impose a particular view. It implies a process of discusarmh negotiation,
rather than coercion, and it encompasses a tolerance, esauragement, of
diversity rather than uniformity’ (Martin 1998, 2). It is intstiag to note that,
while partnership with parents is enshrined in law in the Echrcétct, 1998,

no definition of partnership is included in the Act itself.

Hughes, Wikeley and Nash define partner as ‘someone who is closely
involved with a school, someone who shares — and even helps to shape — the
aims of the school, and is committed to putting these aims irgctiqe’
(Hughes, Wikeley and Nash 1994, 7) while, for Block (1993, 28), ‘pestip

means to be connected to another in a way that the power betwiseoughly

balanced.’

Pugh and De’Ath (1989, 68) define partnership as ‘a working relatiist
is characterized by a shared sense of purpose, mutual respecthen
willingness to negotiate,” further stating that ‘this implias sharing of

information, responsibility, skills, decision-making and accountgbilRugh
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and De’Ath 1989, 68). Conaty (2002, 110) holds that ‘partnership invites
people to share power and to welcome mutual vulnerability’ and that i
‘brought about by a consistent commitment to the demanding and paintul wor
of human relating.” Prendergast (2003, 109) describes partnersHgn a
inspiring and transforming ideal that brings into play a set of fuedéah

values relating to people and to the culture of their ingits.’

Driessen, Smit and Sleegers (2005, 528) believe that ‘educagiartakrship
presupposes mutual respect, shared interests and open commnrieatieen
parents, teachers and the school.” They define educational rghimas ‘the
process in which partners aim to strengthen and support each sliéssin

order to produce results which signify an improvement for the childre
involved’ (Driessen, Smit and Sleegers 2005, 528). This definititbievused

for the purpose of this dissertation as the action researclcipbaigg carried

out will presuppose mutual respect, shared interests and openucdration
between the parents and teachers involved and will involve #dubdes and
parents working to strengthen and support each others’ skills to produce

enhanced outcomes for the children.

1.12 Research guestions

The research questions are as follows:
a) What is parent-school partnership?
b) How can parent-school partnership be improved in an urban

primary school?
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c) How can parents of children who may be at risk of educational
disadvantage be involved in parent-school partnership?

These research questions are addressed within this disseasfollows:
Research Question (a) is addressed through a review of tia¢ulieeand in the
action research, where a major focus was on the shared ctostfcparent-
school partnership.
Research Question (b) was the main focus of this aa&earch.
Research Question (c) involved a particular focus on parertiildfen who
may be at risk of educational disadvantage and the key cbsedth these

parents is reported in Chapter Six.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1  Introduction

This chapter will consist of four sections. The first sectioh be concerned
with educational disadvantage, especially as it relatesparent-school
partnership. In the second section, the history, evolution andntistatus of
parent-school partnership in Irish education will be presentesithiitd section
will outline a conceptual framework for parent-school partnergbaptnership
models and themes on parent-school partnership arising from tlat¢ulieewill

be described in the final section.

2.2 Educational disadvantage

2.2.1 Introduction

In order to answer the research question, ‘How can parentsildfenn who

may be at risk of educational disadvantage be involved in pscaotl
partnership?’, we now need to examine the literature on educational

disadvantage.

Educational disadvantage is an abiding problem for parents, stusem®|s
and governments worldwide (e.g., Blossfeld and Shavit 1993, Jonsson 1993,
More 1993, Osborn, Broadfoot, Planel and Pollard 1997, Shiel, Cosgrove,
Sofroniou and Kelly 2001, Singh 2001, Teese 2000, Woods and Levacic 2002).
The correlates of educational disadvantage are wide rangorgingtance,
young people experiencing educational disadvantage score lowern®@arids

examinations than other children (Duncan and Seymour 2000, Morais,
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Fontinhas and Neves 1992, National Commission on Education 1996, Natriello
et al. 1990, Rutter, Maughan, Mortimore, Ouston and Smith 1994, Van de
Werfhorst, Sullivan and Yi Cheung 2003). They are ‘disaffecteninfithe
school system or have chronic absenteeism (Department of Eaud&94).
They have limited choice at transition points in education (Hat@B88).
Some are ‘early school leavers’ (Smyth and Hattam 2002) or do ouequt to
third-level education (Blackburn and Jarman 1993, Clancy 1988, Cl&%85

Clancy 2001, Halsey 1992).

What we need to establish, for the purpose of this dissertasiaime link
between parents and educational disadvantage. Reading the literaisre,
difficult to determine the exact position of parents intretato educational
disadvantage. In reality, ‘educational disadvantage is a campleltifaceted
condition’ (Department of Education and Science 1999a, 33), a fachwi
acknowledged by the Combat Poverty Agency in its definition of eitued
disadvantage:

Educational disadvantage is defined as the complex interaction of

factors at home, in school and in the community (including economic,

social, cultural and educational factors), which result in a y@engon

deriving less benefit from formal education than their peers

(Combat Poverty Agency 1998, Introduction)

Bearing this ‘complex interaction of factors’ in mind, we witw look at the

evidence as we explore the role of parents in educational disade.

2.2.2 Educational disadvantage asit isviewed in Ireland
When one considers the indicators of educational disadvantagebyisibe

Irish Government Department of Education and Science, one noteshtmal ¢
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the Department considers parents and the family to be imghepbeducational

disadvantage.

The first major initiative introduced by the Irish Governmentctumbat
educational disadvantage was the Scheme of Assistance hoolScin
Designated Areas of Disadvantage, introduced in 1984 (Departofent
Education and Science 2008b). While indicators were not in plabatattage,
the Report of the Special Education Review Committee (heteinGERC)
(Government of Ireland 1993) lists ‘high unemployment, poverty, po@idev
of education among adults, high levels of crime, poor attendainesehool,
truancy, school failure, early drop-out from school and disruptive bmirdas
among the factors which were considered initially in the ifleation of the

first schools to be designated as being in areas of disadant

Specific indicators were introduced for the first time by thep&tment of
Education in 1990 to assist in the identification of schools for inclugidine
Scheme of Assistance to Schools in Designated Areas ofh\Ristage, and
these indicators are all family-related. The criteriaenget down in an attempt
to assess the level of economic and social disadvantage iaaanrathe words
of the Department of Education Circular to schools, ‘critegkate to the
proportion of pupils from families in local authority housing, faeslivho hold
medical cards and families who are in receipt of unemploymemfibeor

assistance’ (Department of Education 1990).
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The indicators used to identify schools for inclusion inBheaking the Cycle
Scheme (Department of Education and Science 2008d), set up in 199607, w
more specifically parent related. While schools were askethdicate the
number of pupils in their reception classes who lived in local atghori
accommodation and whose family held a medical card, they wee al
requested to indicate the number of pupils in reception classes winbiser
had not taken the Group or Intermediate Certificate Examinatibose father
had not taken at least the Group or Intermediate CertificatsmiBation, who
lived in a family in which the main breadwinner had been unempléyed
more than a year and who lived in a lone-parent family (Depattrof

Education and Science 2008d).

In May 2005, the Department of Education and Science surveyedralrpri
schools in Ireland in order to get an updated view of levels afddatage
(Department of Education and Science 2005b). An examination ofitbgacr
used in this survey indicates how closely DES associates eamhalati
disadvantage with parents and the home. The criteria nsbibisurvey were:

(@) children who come from a family where the main earner is

unemployed

(b) children who live in local authority housing

(c) children of parents in receipt of medical cards

(d) children of lone parents

(e) children from families of five or more children

() children, one of whose parents did not complete the Junior

Certificate or an equivalent examination
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Each of these indicators is sited in the home, with paremstioned
specifically in half the criteria. It should be borne imdhthat, though the
indicators relate to international research findings, to an extdhtsuch

instruments are “crude.”

Let us look now at views of some Irish writers on the indicatbeducational
disadvantage. We will do this in an attempt to expand on, andsgh&ance
to, the indicators used by the Irish Government. This sectiincentain
references to reports commissioned by the Irish Governmenteksasvthe

work of independent researchers.

Boldt and Devine (1998, 15) found that, in much of the literatuaetofs and
indicators of educational disadvantage often parallel one andthsrcertainly
sometimes difficult to distinguish between the two and taking lmbthaccount
may, therefore, lead to a more comprehensive view of edudationa

disadvantage.

Criteria set down by the Department of Education and Sciencdetuify
educational disadvantage are narrowly focused, dealing exaljsith facts
concerned with the immediate family of young people. Other wrideis
bodies commenting on educational disadvantage take a broader wvew. F
instance, the SERC Report (Government of Ireland 1993, 144) adtie to
criteria laid down by Government documents, stating that ‘to these be
added today violent and criminal behaviour, general familyuthgdion and

substance abuse.” The concentration of children from economically
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disadvantaged areas in schools and the duration of this disadvarage
deemed by this Report (Government of Ireland 1993) to be criticah whe

considering the indicators for educational disadvantage.

In its submissions to the Minister for Education and Scienc20B8, the
Educational Disadvantage Committee refers to ‘problems witkctieh
criteria’ and considers that ‘there are issues about whetwoesonomic,
educational, or a combination of socioeconomic and educationalbhesria
should be used’ (Educational Disadvantage Committee 2004, 4). Kaatlaay
al. (1995, 39) consider that ‘pupils’ school performance may bedegas the
most significant indicator of educational disadvantage aasfdine educational
system is concerned.’ It is the view of the Educational Dsathge
Committee that it would be difficult to defend using educatioraiables
alone in view of the fact that the Education Act, 1998 (Sectio®) finition
of educational disadvantage ‘specifies social and economic Sachat
represent impediments to educati@n(parenthesis and italics in original)

(Educational Disadvantage Committee 2004, 4).

Educational disadvantage is not viewed, in all cases, to k&igably linked

to social disadvantage. Conaty (2002, 39) points out that ‘familibénvany
socio-economic group vary considerably’ as does the performanceldreahi

at school. Citing de Jong (1993), she states that ‘processeshartteethat are
considered to play an important part in child development include the
involvement of parents with their children, their level of comioaion and

general organization within the home’ (Conaty 2002, 39). The Deparihent
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Education (1995, 2) concurs, stating that ‘the more proximal environmental
conditions which give rise to disadvantage are to be found in the huine a
school and appear to relate to disadvantage independently of theceahay
share with the conceptually more distal conditions of socioecenom

disadvantage.’

2.2.3 Educational disadvantage and the socio-economic status of parents
Educational disadvantage is a fact of life for many of théd@n of parents
from a lower socio-economic or a socio-economically disadvantaged
background (e.g., Duncan and Seymour 2000, Kellaghan et al. 1995,
Kerckhoff, Fogelman and Manlove 1997, OECD 2006, Shiel et al. 2001). In
fact, ‘the bond between social class and educational achievermsenat i
particularly powerful and resistant one’ (Harris and Ranson 2005, While
acknowledging the danger of ‘reading’ the problem outward (Connell 1994,
126) from the school to the family and of using a ‘rationale of feft@onnell

1994, 131), we cannot ignore the evidence: the educational success or
otherwise of children is associated, in many instances, atpasition of their
parents in society. While the Irish situation is mirrored maé&onally (e.g.,
Blackburn and Jarman 1993, Halsey 1992, Morais et al. 1992, National
Commission on Education 1996, Natriello et al. 1990, Rutter, Maughan,
Mortimore, Ouston and Smith 1994, Van de Werfhorst et al. 2003), the
evidence presented from studies in the remainder of this sewilbhe drawn

from an Irish context.
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When they go to school, children’s attainment levels are fratyuassociated
with parental background, with children from lower socio-economic
backgrounds often achieving lower scores in tests and examinatiams tha
children of higher socio-economic parents. It should be pointed outha
studies cited in this section do not control for IQ. The evidencerigydarly
stark with relation to reading scores in Irish primary schadsWeir (2001)
reveals. Weir reviewed and summarized data from a vaofesyudies on the
reading achievement of Irish primary school pupils from disadvadtag
backgrounds. She found that the reading achievement of children inatesig
disadvantaged schools is consistently lower than that of childremom-
designated schools and, where schools serve concentrations of fpoupils
disadvantaged backgrounds, literacy problems are particulaibuseiWeir
2001). A more recent study further highlights the situation. rEjv@hiel and
Shortt (2004) found that, at Third and Sixth Class levels, childrempfoyed
mothers had higher mean scores than children of unemployed mothers.
First Class and Sixth Class children of unemployed fathers achiwer
mean scores than those whose fathers were employed. Paren&iceduas
also found to be a significant factor. Eivers et al.’s (2004) sticidyd that the
children of parents who had never sat a post-primary school examina
achieved the lowest mean reading score, with the highest soceass being
found amongst those children whose parents had a degree (Eivera0&4a.
Hillman (1996, 2) puts it very plainly: ‘The clear messag¢hat pupils in

disadvantaged areas are less likely to do well at school.’
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There is also the question of poor school attendance and early sedwinl

as it relates to the economic status of parents. In a sekttealddance/truancy
report issued by the Irish Minister for Education in 1994 it watedtthat, in

the great majority of cases, serious non-attendance is linkedgadvdintage.

The report acknowledged that, in the experience of school attendfiicess,
problems of truancy or persistent non-attendance were coneeninadreas of
economic or social disadvantage (Department of Education 1994). A bgpo

the National Economic and Social Forum (National Economic and Social
Forum 2002) showed the link between early school leaving and disadvantage.
A report published by the Department of Education and Science in 2003
showed a disproportionately high early school-leaving rate for ypaogle in
some socio-economically disadvantaged areas (Walshe 2003). Rasentst
specifically mentioned in this context, but the implication is éhrat it is
mainly the children of lower socio-economic parents who are densis
absent from school or who leave school without having taken the rigeavi

Certificate examination.

The effects of parental occupation on young people’s chancesa&eating to

third level education are widely documented (e.g., Clancy 1988c¢ZIH995,
Clancy 2001). A study by Clancy (2001) showed that, although each socio-
economic grouping in Ireland had increased its representatidnirctlevel
between 1988 and 1998, the lower socio-economic groups were still seriousl
under-represented at third level. The study found that 58% of thosengnt
higher education were from four socio-economic groups, Vviz., higher

professional, lower professional, employers and managers, anter&r
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although these groups constituted just 37% of the relevant age cBlort.
contrast, 41% of entrants came from the other six socio-ecorgmuips, viz.,
non-manual, manual skilled, semi-skilled, unskilled, own account e
agricultural workers, even though they constituted 63% of the amieage
cohort. A report published by the Department of Education and Science
2003 stated that only 20% of the lowest income groups go to third, level
compared to 97% of the highest (Flynn 2003). Clancy (2001, 158) states that
‘the more prestigious the sector and field of study, the greh&ersocial

inequality in participation levels.’

Kellaghan (2001, 4) contends that ‘the key to understanding disadvasuage,
to addressing problems associated with it" may lie in an exptenat the
‘impediments to education arising from social or economic disadyanta
referred to in the Education Act, 1998 definition of educational desstdge.
Kellaghan (2001,7) refers to the factors in children’s environmefitscting
the development of competencies and dispositions, in some e&dédating
scholastic progress, in other cases resulting in difficuladiapting to school.’
He contends that these are conceptualized in terms of threedf/fmapital,’
viz., economic or financial capital, cultural capital and @locapital. Each of
these is intrinsically connected with the role of parents antd neiv be

examined.

‘Economic capital relates to the material, particulahnky financial, resources
that are available to families and communities’ (Kellaghan 2@)1,‘Its

potency in the educational field,” according to O’Brien andaihigigh (2004,
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8), ‘is manifest in the capacity of some individuals to purchii$erent types
of educational services (e.g., private education, distee@raing courses) and
associated resources (e.g., childcare, transport, books, d@ipneent etc.).’
Recent surveys reveal that record numbers of second-level studertaking
grinds at a cost of up to €50 per hour (Flynn 2006), thereby placing those
students in an advantageous position compared with their lessoffvell
counterparts. Speaking of disadvantage, Hillman states thatdny senses,
the term simply means “poverty” (Hillman 1996, 2). Mortimaed Whitty
(2000) describe the impact of social disadvantage on children’s teshata
opportunities. Children from socially disadvantaged backgrounds are more
likely than other children to live in a worse environment, in poor ityual
housing and in proximity to drugs and crime. Hillman (1996, 3-4) adtsgdo
list. He contends that poverty results in stress, and tretrlesey is available
for books or other educational resources. Poverty also makes it argctss
teenagers to be in paid employment which in turn could cause absentee
early school-leaving. Health problems are more likely and thage an effect
on physical and intellectual development. Housing problems mag ealak
of quiet space for homework, and there may be limited accessdengaor
space to play. Parents are more likely to have lowerdesfebducation, and
less knowledge of the education system (Hillman 1996, 4-5). Céwaty
(2002, 19) puts it, ‘it is unlikely that children can benefit from eldkeicational

system if the family is just surviving.’

Three forms of cultural capital have been identified, accorthngellaghan

(2001). All three forms are family or parent related. In tingt form, past
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experience, especially within the family, is used to orgafua&e experience.
Possessions such as books and dictionaries comprise the secondridrm

educational qualifications are an example of the third fatetlgghan 2001).

This concept otultural capitalis a very important componeat the discourse

on educational disadvantage. Much of the debate is based on Boundigors

of cultural capital.
Cultural capital usually refers to socialization into highbrowitural
activities ...He (Bourdieu) contended that children from high
socioeconomic backgrounds are more often exposed to highbrow
cultural activities at home and that those who acquire cultagtal at

home are more likely to do well in school and subsequently to have
better chances of achieving high levels of schooling thansother

(Kalmijn and Kraaykamp 1996, 22)

Sui-Chu and Willms (1996, 127) explain that, ‘according to thisshesi

schools are largely middle-class institutions with middlesclaslues,
organizational patterns, and forms of communication’ and thatdreml who
are raised in middle-class environments have a form of cultawgtal that
enables them to adapt more readily to and to benefit from scHedl i
Translating this into the reality of school life, Comer (1991, 18&ns that
for children from ‘society’s mainstream’ there is little distinuity between
the learning expectations of home and school. Parents on the maaggs, s
Comer, cannot give their children the experiences to enabletthdmwell in
school, even when they want educational success for their childrés.
Crozier's view (1997, 193) that working-class parents are ledeveed with
cultural capital than middle-class parents, ‘particularljthwrespect to

educational knowledge such as in terms of how the education sy&eks.’
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Crozier contends that one needs to know what one wants from thdieduca
system and one needs to have the skills to get this for one@rechil
‘Working-class parents tend not to have this cultural capissites Crozier

(1997, 195).

The language that parents pass on to their children is anotheofamuttural
capital. The work of Bernstein (1964), who introduced the terms)dedéed
code’ with relation to language usage in middle-class homes easigicted
code’ in relation to language usage in working-class homespisriamt in this
context. The deficit theory of language usage has been critéeerkjected by
other writers (e.g., Drudy and Lynch 1993, Moll 1992, Tizard and Hughes
1984). Nash (2001, 197), however, contends that children, who by tloé age
five have become ‘sensitised by the differential linguissied cognitive
socialisation they have experienced,” respond to school in vanyigs
depending on their acquisition of language codes. ‘Whereas somblar® a
recognize and respond to the discourse of school in ways that fadihtir
learning, meet with institutional reward, and promote the eememy of a
positive self-concept, others are left in a rather diffesgtnation’ (Nash 2001,
197). Cregan (2008) writes of a case study of four Irish schoolse thre
designated as disadvantaged and one in a middle-class settingtutiye
explored ‘the link between social class, facility in “lag” style language, and
children’s literacy development’ (Cregan 2008, 13). The findind&ate ‘less
frequent use of “literate” style in children’s patterns adldanguage’ in the
disadvantaged schools and ‘an acute awareness by children of grendiff

patterns of language use valued by school’ (Cregan 2008, 13). Cregan (2008,
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13) states that the latter research highlights the neediise teachers’
awareness of language variation and its implications for acadamd literacy
success and that the study recommends that ‘in relation to Engaaation

difference need not necessarily mean disadvantage.’

Social capital has been shown to affect educational outcomes @ola887,
1988). According to Haghighat (2005, 215), social capital ‘refers talsoc
networks available to parents that enhance a pupil’s abditpenefit from
educational opportunities.” ‘In most definitions, social capgalonsidered to
be embedded in relationships between individuals in informal seefalorks’
(Kellaghan 2001, 10). Kellaghan suggests that, because of theirersmipbof
networks, people are able to acquire benefits, e.g., treagpenent of shared
aspirations, mutual aid and support and the exchange of informatiban Cu
(2000, 15) argues that, ‘within the family, future educationairatient is
linked not only to current educational levels and parental incomalsuoitto
social capital.” Quoting Coleman (1988), he states that ifnpsireducation ‘is
not complemented by social capital, embodied in family relationgs it
irrelevant to the child’s educational growth’ (Cullen 2000, 15). €&Pubelieves
that parents’ social-capital value is diminished when they spessl time
interacting with their children’s school friends or other assesiat when they
do not know or interact with their children’s teachers. They enhdmsie t
social-capital value ‘when they form parents’ organizations antitipate in
self-help, network groups and other activities of a socialeldpmental and

educational nature’ (Cullen 2000, 15).
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Researchers from different ideological perspectives haveneoted on the
deficit view of educational disadvantage. Cairney (2000) sugtiegtthere are
two types of deficit views of the relationship between home ahdokcThe
first, which he styles ‘family deficit explanations,” ‘alsed on the faulty
assumption that school achievement varies for some studerdsiseetheir
families lack the specific skills to enable them to @ean environment of
support that will enable their children to succeed at schooliri{&a 2000,
165). The second, which he calls ‘educational inadequacy, sugtiests
varying educational outcomes for children stem from schools’ éaibor
develop student strengths and abilities (Cairney 2000). The dbéoityt, or, as
Derman-Sparks (2002, 61) terms it, ‘cultural deprivation thinkisigis from
a highly complex network of relationships. Lynch (1999, 296) sees thatdefi
view as a product of ‘a highly unequal society,’” positing théiije remaining
‘blind to the discrimination’ that lies within institutionghe causes of
inequality are sought within ‘personal character and individuabates’ rather
than ‘within the sets of social, economic, cultural and politieitions which

operate between these “attribute-bearing” individuals’ (Lynch 1298).

CMRS reminds us that educational disadvantage ‘is now seenidsnee of
different rather than deficient lifestyles’ (Education Comsion of The
Conference of Major Religious Superiors 1992, 9). As Cairney (2000, 166)
points out, ‘there are differences between people based on alessind even
culture, and such differences are associated with diffeetattanships with the
curriculum in schools.” Speaking of children from disadvantaged ateeas,

SERC Report (Government of Ireland 1993, 144) contends that ‘it would
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appear that the environment which such children encounter strongly irgkienc
the development of certain personal characteristics whidte maifficult for
them to adjust to the school environment.’ Gilligan (2007, 45), spgaiithe
children and young people who are ‘failed by the current educatioensys
holds that ‘an exclusive focus on the negative differences thaendé their
lives can fail to acknowledge their potential and their regike Hyland (2005,

3) reminds us that ‘the focus is on recognizing and accommodavieigidy in

a positive sense’ but Cairney (2000, 166) believes that schools'd@ve

better at acknowledging than responding to difference.’

2.24 Viewsin Irish research literature on ways to address educational
disadvantage

The 1993 SERC Report acknowledges that ‘the physical, psychologidal a
social needs of disadvantaged children are identical to otildren and their
innate potential may not be inferior in any way’ (Governmentafid 1993,
144). While accepting that disadvantaged children enter the sotst@irswith
knowledge and skills which ‘form an unsatisfactory basis for learimnng
school setting,” the Report contends that ‘the situation iseelated, if the
school is unable to adjust sufficiently to meet the specialmetthese pupils,
by organizing itself and what happens in it in a flexible, moaptable way’
(Government of Ireland 1993, 144). The Report states that diiisLarise
because many of the skills that the children have acquired ‘atbosa which

schools expect pupils to have acquired on entry and on which ordictaogl
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curricula are based’ (Government of Ireland 1993, 145). Somersvigey.,
INTO 1994, Lynch 1999) hold the view that the education system seryves t
reinforce or even to exacerbate the inequalities existing iretgocConaty
(2002, 180) states that ‘the alteration of school structures anicpsa@ more
enlightened and positive way of viewing both marginalised pupils lagid t
families and effective schooling are called for.” Spring (2@)7helieves that

‘a radical shift in how we approach tackling educational disadgentequires

a fundamental restructuring of the education system.’

Early intervention is seen as an essential strategy to adddessational
disadvantage (Donnelly 2007, INTO 2004, McGough 2007). Some writers
recommend focusing on literacy and numeracy and the way schatishesae
subjects (Dooley and Corcoran 2007, Mullan and Travers 2007). Collakorativ
vision-building, shared problem-solving and an ethos of power-sharing are
recommended by other writers (Derman-Sparks and Fite 2007, H200%

Higgins, Tobin and Harte 2008).

Taking the totality of advice available from writers/resbars in the field, a
two-pronged approach is recommended. The first prong is school-foanded

is based on ‘recognition of the fact that schools, through their gwoee and
ethos, contribute to educational disadvantage’ (Conference of Raj@ious
Superiors 1992, 11). The second prong is the partnership approach and this ha
vital implications for the inclusion of parents. This approacbkeien as the way
forward by most observers, researchers and writers in tre thelay (e.g.,

Cullen 2000, Government of Ireland 1993). The theoretical framewortkior
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approach is that educational disadvantage is linked directihe¢ostcial and
economic characteristics of the community where the school aseldor the
child lives’ (Cullen 2000, 8). Cullen (2000) sees partnershiptstres focusing

on promoting parental involvement in education as contributing to building
social capital in the community. The Demonstration Programme on
Educational Disadvantage, set up in 1996 by the Combat Poverty Agency,
acknowledged ‘the need to address educational disadvantage by imgraeni
much with the systems surrounding children as with children theesselv
(Cullen 2000, 8). It recognized that ‘interventions needed to go beyond
“conventional schooling” and ‘emphasised the value of achievimge
effective home-school-community linkages and, in particofapromoting and
developing the roles of non-school community bodies and parents in tackling
children’s educational needs’ (Cullen 2000, 7). Inherent in thisoappris the
recommendation that services catering for disadvantaged popslatiould be

coordinated and integrated (Kellaghan 2002, Hyland 2002, Zappone 2007).

2.25 Action taken by the DES to combat disadvantage at primary
school level: Policy and practice with specific reference to parent-
school partnership

Significant emphasis has been placed on addressing educatioheliomc

issues, especially since the late 1980s (Department of tmlueend Science

2005). This section will outline DES policy and practice with dpeeference

to parental involvement. It is important to note that importartiatives to

address educational disadvantage have been undertaken outsigeDiESh

Examples of initiatives other than DES initiatives are Bnielging the Gap
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Project (Deane 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006) (described in Chapter One), the
establishment of th&argeting Educational Disadvantaderoject (hereinafter
TED) in Mary Immaculate College, Limerick, in 1997 and thalgghment of

the Educational Disadvantage Centre in St. Patrick's CollBgemcondra,
Dublin, in 2001. According to TED’s mission statement, the progsaks to
harness and develop the strengths and resources of Mary Immaoilatpe

to enable those experiencing educational disadvantage to reachfutheir
potential’ (Ryan, Higgins, Bourke and Considine 2008, 5). Amongstriueds

of TED work is a strand encompassing primary school networksk Wahe
schools includes developing partnerships between families, schools and
communities (Ryan and Galvin 2008, 15). The mission of the Eduecéti
Disadvantage Centre is ‘to promote equality in education and talde to

the shaping of primary teacher education, so that the cyckdatational

disadvantage is broken’ (Educational Disadvantage Centre 2008).

In this section, DES policy relating to educational disadvantud parent-
school partnership will be outlined first, followed by a brief oatliof the
initiatives introduced to primary schools, with specific refeeerto the

fostering of parent-school partnership.

2.2.5.1 Policy relating to educational disadvantage with specifieregfce to

parent-school partnership
Conaty (2002, 36) contends that the role given to parents by the Iris
Government Department of Education is ‘of paramount importance.wilVe

now look at the role of parent-school partnership in policy documeatinge
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to educational disadvantage produced by the Irish Government. These
documents date from 1990, when the first criteria for identify@ducational
disadvantage were laid down by the Irish Government and wéldeessed in

their chronological order, showing the historical development.

CMRS notes the strategy emerging in the 1980s and 1990s, which embrac
the concept of partnerships through community education leading to
empowerment for those experiencing poverty (Education Commission of The
Conference of Major Religious Superiors 1992). This concept of grahip
underpins all government policy relating to educational disadvaimageEent
times. This strategy acknowledges that educational disadvantaget be
eliminated by schools working in isolation and, to attain this oljecsichools
must work collaboratively with families and other agenciethexcommunity
(Education Commission of The Conference of Major Religious Supe®&2, 1
xxii). CMRS continues:
The most obvious feature of a partnership approach in operatitm is
emphasis on increasing the involvement of parents in the ecluc#Hti
their own children. This is done by promoting the parents’ educational
role as equal and complementary to that of the teacher.
The 1992 Green Paper on Educati&aucation for a Changing Worldsaw
home/school links as ‘especially important in areas with a highedegf
disadvantage’ (Government of Ireland 1992, 46) and recommendedubiat ‘s

contacts should commence at as early a stage as possible whilidie

education’ (Government of Ireland 1992, 47).
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The 1994 National Education Convention recommended that, where pre-
primary interventions were put in place in disadvantaged arsash ‘pre-
school interventions should be closely linked to both the family/commandy
the school’ (Convention Secretariat 1994, 108). The Convention (Convention
Secretariat 1994, 115) recommended ‘rapid expansion’ of the HSCL 8¢bem
disadvantaged schools outside of disadvantaged areas.dt state
Such Home-School-Community Liaison programmes should be closely
linked to adult/community education schemes running in the
communities concerned, so that parents and the community are
empowered, and more confident to deal effectively with the eidacat
of their children.
(Convention Secretariat 1994, 115)
The Convention also saw as necessary ‘a co-ordinated plarenfeintion for
families and children who are seriously disadvantaged, igitiaf

disadvantaged areas, then disadvantaged schools’ (Conventionafacret

1994, 115).

The Irish Government White Paper on Educati@harting our Education
Future, acknowledged the importance of developing ‘dynamic and supportive
links between the home and the school’ (Government of Ireland 199, 114
recognized that ‘those most disadvantaged in society aredlelasto exercise
their rights as parents’ and deemed that ‘measures dirgeeilically towards
disadvantaged communities are necessary to avoid increasingagheof
inequality through socio-economic differences’ (Government of Ireland, 1995

141).

The Irish Constitution (Article 42.1) recognizes the parenthas primary

educator and the right of parents to be partners in their childzdntsation was
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established on a statutory basis by the Education Act, 1998 ettiersof the
Act on educational disadvantage (Section 32) required the Minister
Education to establish a committee following consultation with pamdsa
number of other key players. This committee, The Educational Cistatye
Committee, was launched by the Minister in 2002 and was to haveeayar
term of office. During its term, the Committee made four sebions to the
Minister for Education and Science and published a Report on the Bdatat
Disadvantage Forum (Hyland 2005, 1). One of the seven elementsddeeme
the Report to ‘constitute a precisely targeted, compreheasigeco-ordinated
approach to addressing disadvantage in a school context’ is ‘a higredefg

parent involvement in the educational process’ (Hyland 2005, 3).

The Education Welfare Act (2000) placed a statutory obligation omisandth
regard to school attendance. Section 17 of this Act state&hbgparent of a
child shall cause the child concerned to attend a recognized smiach
school day’ and that, ‘where a parent fails or neglects theies as prescribed
under the Act, that parent shall be guilty of an offence which masult in a

fine being imposed or imprisonment’ (Government of Ireland 2000).

A document entitledLooking at our School: An Aid to Self-Evaluation in
Primary Schools published by the DES Inspectorate in 2003, contains a
section on provision for pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds. Schools are
asked to reflect both on the principles underlying their provisicgupport for

such children and on the actual provision itself. Amongst the othesumesa
considered is ‘the support given to parents of pupils from such backgrounds

and other stakeholders, to participate in the operation ofct@ok and the
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way that participation is facilitated’ (Department of Edumatand Science

Inspectorate 2003, 35).

In DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools): An Aati Plan for
Educational Inclusion, the DES acknowledges ‘the vital role cérgaras the
prime educators of their children’ (Department of Education aneh8e 2005,

38). This five-year action plan (2005-2010) ‘focuses on addressing the
educational needs of children and young people from disadvantaged
communities, from pre-school through second-level education’ (Departhent
Education and Science 2005, 15). The document promises that a renewed
emphasis will be placed on the involvement of parents and faniilies
children’s education in schools during the life of the action plan (Drepat of

Education and Science 2005).

2.2.5.2 Initiatives introduced by the Irish Government to address eiducat

disadvantage at primary level, with particular referengemtent-school

partnership

Many initiatives have been introduced by the Irish Government toessldr
educational disadvantage at primary level. Information on timésgtives can

be accessed on the DES websievf.education.ie The most important

initiatives from the point of view of parent-school partnershipp now be

presented. These initiatives will be presented in chronabgrder.

Prior to the mid-1980s, little focused attention was given by Itish
Government to addressing educational disadvantage. One excephiavas

the Rutland Street Pre-School Project, set up in an inner-¢igosm Dublin

58



in 1969. Parental involvement, along with a structured curriculudh aan
emphasis on cognitive objectives, was an important componeng girdfect,
which aimed to offset ‘the effects of social disadvantagethadconsequent
difficulties in the transition from home to primary school by g the
pupils with experiences to enhance their overall development’pwu2000,

9).

The Scheme of Assistance to Schools in Designated AreassathRintage

was introduced in 1984 (Department of Education and Science 2008b). Schools
in the scheme were given additional financial support in tha fifrenhanced
capitation grants. These could be used for management and runnisgf@ost
purchasing books, materials and equipment and to develop home-school links
(Murphy 2000). Schools were able to avail of finance to launch bookl renta
schemes to ease the financial burden on parents (Murphy 2000). Schibals i

scheme were also granted ex-quota concessionary teaching posts.

In the 1990/1991 school year, the first major initiative designed dmgte
parental partnership was introduced. In that school vyear, the
Home/School/Community Liaison Scheme was initiated in schoolsrdesit)

as disadvantaged. This scheme has been described infChaetpp. 14-16).

The National Educational Psychological Service (hereinafter NBBS set up
as a pilot service in 1990 and became permanent in 1994 (Murphy 2000).
Previously, the corresponding service was provided by the inspectty

which suitably qualified personnel were appointed for the purpos@®SNE
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specializes in working with the school community and works in pastiier
with teachers, parents and children in identifying educational needs
(Department of Education and Science 2008f). Each psychologissigned to
a number of schools and works with parents and teachers to devisenures
to meet children’s educational needs. NEPS has an informatioa foag

parents on the DES websitgvjw.education.ig

Early Start a pre-school intervention programme for children deemed to be at
risk of educational disadvantage, was set up in 40 primary schodid94
(Department of Education and Science 2008Eprly Start ‘aims to expose
young children to an educational programme, which will enhandeaberall
development and seeks to maximise these children’s potentialhievaement
within the primary school system’ (Murphy 2000, 9). Parents rarelved in
Early Startcentres ‘from participation in everyday management to orgaoiiza

of activities’ (Murphy 2000, 10).

In 1996,Breaking the Cyclevas introduced to 33 urban and 122 rural primary
schools following a report commissioned by the Combat Poverty Agemcy f
the Department of Education (Department of Education and Scien&e)200
This programme ‘marked the formal introduction of positive disicration in
favour of pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds, with a specificsf@n
large-scale urban disadvantage and for the first time a foousural and
dispersed disadvantage’ (Murphy 2000, 12). The scheme provided far ext
funding and a pupil-teacher ratio of 15:1 in the first four years iohgoy

schooling. Grant (2000, 3) notes that, in schooBreaking the Cycle'a wide
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variety of activities has been designed by the schools to pronaosmtal
involvement and partnership and, as a result, parents araatlypgupportive
of the work of the school and are active participants inifitn@nd work of the
schools.” This is in keeping with the proposal in the Combat BRofsport
that the programme would contain ‘a high degree of parent involvamére
educational process (both in their own homes and in the schoolsadKaf et

al. 1995, 66).

The Giving Children an Even Brealrogramme was introduced in 2001
(Department of Education and Science 2008e). Schools did not haventarbe
area of social and economic disadvantage to avail of the progaResources
were allocated to schools based on the level of concentrateacimschool of
pupils with background characteristics associated with educational
disadvantage and early school leaving (Department of Education &rtéc
2008e). These resources included a reduced pupil-teacher ratjonfor
classes and financial resources. Schools in the scheme weieedeto put
measures in place to support and involve parents in their childzdntsation

(Department of Education and Science 2008e).

The National Educational Welfare Board, established under the taiuca
Welfare Act (2000), was put in place in 2002 and has a statutoryidariot
ensure that every child receives an education (National Edocstelfare
Board 2008). The ethos of the Board is to get to the root of proldehiad
non-attendance rather that admonishing children and parentsor{dlati
Education Welfare Board 2008). Part of the Education Welfare éd$ficole is

to support parents.
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The DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools) ActioarPis being
implemented in schools over a five-year period, 2005-2010 (Departafe
Education and Science 2005). As stated in Chapter One (p.13)ntloé BEIS
is ‘to ensure that the educational needs of children and young people in
disadvantaged communities are prioritised and effectively asedée
(Department of Education and Science 2005, 9). A core elem@&EI&, the
School Support Programme (SSP), has been described in ChaptgpOh8-
14). Existing schemes, includirigarly Start Giving Children an Even Break
the HSCL Scheme, the School Completion Programme and the Bxigaded
Areas Scheme are being integrated into the SSP on a phasedJmsike
five-year implementation period of the plan. One of the majactives of the
plan is ‘to build on the successful work of the HSCL Scheme oveabiel5
years’ (Department of Education and Science 2005, 40). The actiomplalces
‘a renewed emphasis’ (p. 40) on parental and family involvemerduoagion
and schools are required to ‘incorporate the Home/School/Commuaigohi
function as part of their three-year action plans’ (DepartmieBtiacation and
Science 2005, 40). Specific actions to be taken include the cdidmad the
work of HSCL Coordinators in supporting parents in developing their
children’s literacy and numeracy skills and very young children’slanguage
skills, building on existing strategies to improve parental involsmat
middle and senior primary level as well as at second-levelramndasing the
level of integration between the primary and second-level exiesnof the

scheme (Department of Education and Science 2005).
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2.2.6 Parent-school partnership in Ireland and educational disadvantage
International literature provides evidence that parents ofrlesenomic status
become involved in their children’s schooling to a lesser extentiiegnmore
affluent counterparts (e.g., Finders and Lewis 1994, HarrisRam$on 2005,

Phtiaka 1994, Todd and Higgins 1998, Vogels 2002).

We will now consider the evidence regarding the trends of pachoil

partnership in an Irish context.

In an evaluation on the Home/School/Community Liaison Scheme undertaken
in 1995 some teachers surveyed considered that ‘parents withl oci
economic difficulties, parents with literacy problems, paresittroublesome
children or of ones that were frequently absent from school, paveottacked
confidence in themselves’ were not involved (Ryan 1995, 22). Cooodsnat
surveyed in the same evaluation were conscious of the need to tteeget
parents, recognizing that they required additional forms of supgpattthat,

only when their immediate problems had been addressed, could they be
expected to become involved in activities related to their @nldreducation.

The findings of interviews conducted with uninvolved mothers ‘needing’help
as opposed to uninvolved mothers deemed not to need help, in siedelect
primary schools in the scheme, showed that these parentsessrékkly to

have read to their child when younger, less likely to read thleas less likely

to talk to their child about something seen on television or ttthbban read

and less likely to check the child’s television viewing or regdBignificantly,

these parents were more likely to perceive that their ctalsl doing less well
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than other children at school, to feel they could not help theid ehith
homework and to expect their child to leave school at a youngerRyga (

1995).

A study undertaken by Mac Giolla Phadraig (2003) found that, of the schools
surveyed, those which held disadvantage status were lesg tikdlave a
Parents’ Association than schools which did not hold disadvantage status.
Similarly, most principals surveyed, in an evaluation by DS Inspectorate

of literacy and numeracy in disadvantaged schools, ‘referred lacka of
parents’ involvement in their children’s schooling, and some pangate
described as being apathetic and indifferent to their childrediscation’
(Department of Education and Science 2005a). This evaluation report
concludes that, ‘in the majority of school settings parentalwewment remains
poor, particularly in the case of parents of children in thédlm and senior
classes’ (Department of Education and Science 2005a, 63). TDe S&eme

is considered, by principals and teachers surveyed for this IDEff@ctorate
evaluation, to play an important role in promoting parental invoarégnn the
work of schools, with class teachers commenting that the schexaeaw
effective support in encouraging parents of younger children to become
involved in literacy’ (Department of Education and Science 2005a\Vékije

the principals surveyed seemed to be critical of the levelparental
involvement, it is noted that, amongst the recommendations mdhuis neport,

the onus is very clearly placed on schools, which ‘should explore wfays
supporting parents in becoming more fully involved in the education of the

children’ (Department of Education and Science 2005a, 66). In conclusgon, t
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report states that ‘quality strategic planning will concentaiethe role of
parents, teachers and schools in maximizing the potential theutum has to

offer’ (Department of Education and Science 2005a, 68).

2.2.6.1 Outcomes of parent-school partnership on educatisadlivantage

Walser (2005) sounds a note of caution when she reminds us of theltgifbic
measuring the effects of parental support on school performanesn tiie
number of variables involved. This statement is true alsohén dase of
assessing the effects of parent-school partnership on educalisamdyantage.
What exactly are the desired outcomes? These outcomes conldheeform

of increased confidence for parents, greater involvement leyisain decision-
making, in classrooms or with their children’s homework, lessrabgism or
early school leaving or enhanced communication between home and school.
The results of studies demonstrating the effects of invglparents of children

at risk of educational disadvantage vary. Many show positiveomss (e.g.,
Burch 1993, Comer 1991). Other studies are less positive Qeigssen et al.
2005) with Toomey (1989) demonstrating how home-school relation policies
can actually increase educational inequality by conferring rddga on

children of involved parents, thereby increasing the advantagév@istage

gap.

The most important Irish partnership initiative in designated deés#dged
schools is the Home/School/Community Liaison Scheme (describ@&hdapter
One, pp. 14-16). The outcomes of this scheme will now be exanfinedthe

viewpoint of schools, parents and teachers.
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In a 1995 evaluation of the scheme (Ryan 1995), the impact of theeare
schools, parents and pupils was noted. In most schools, the numbeerdt pa
interacting with teachers increased during the first threesyafathe scheme,
some teachers who had initially resisted parent involvemetiteirclassroom

now welcomed it and there was an increased understanding by teathers
parents’ backgrounds and the difficulties encountered by them. In a 2003
evaluation by Archer and Shortt, over 90% of both principals and cabods
surveyed deemed that the HSCL Scheme had achieved its atatedo
promote active cooperation between home, school and community’ (Archer

and Shortt 2003, 79).

Ryan (1995) reported in her 1995 evaluation that parents found it éasier
approach teachers as a result of the scheme and parents’ pdes@iapment,
self-confidence, parenting skills and home management skilis perceived
to have benefited from participation in the scheme. In @ langjority of
schools, parents’ attitudes towards involvement in the school wessdered
to have become more positive. Parents developed a new interekse
workings of schools, came to the school more frequently, talked afmnet
educational issues and had a greater awareness of the classtoation.
Parents became aware of the importance of their role in thddren’s
education, felt comfortable about helping their children with homework
following their own attendance at courses, with some of thefiméconfident
enough to help in the classroom. In Ryan’s 1995 evaluation, over twig-tfi

involved parents reported that, as a result of their involmémecourses, they
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had learned how to help their children with school learning. In 1998n R
reported that ‘parents had increased in self-confidence, knewahou what
was happening in school, and had learned how to help their childrbn wit

schoolwork’ (Ryan 1999, 31).

A 2003 evaluation of HSCL by Archer and Shortt found that a majofity
coordinators and principals consider that parents feel lessehegdby schools
and teachers as a result of the scheme, are more involtkdirirchildren’s

schoolwork, have learned new parenting skills and are more awateiof

contribution to their children’s education (Archer and Shortt 2003).

The above data provides positive evidence of the impact GLH® parental
partnership, even though, as noted above (p. 63), in some case®she m

disadvantaged parents may still not be involved.

Ryan (1995) notes that limited information is available on thectsfigf HSCL

on pupils. Pupil outcomes were noted by coordinators in Ryan’s (1995)
evaluation. Ryan stresses that these outcomes are for ‘poipits, sometimes

as few as one or two pupils with whom the coordinator or anotHénseber

had intervened directly. Outcomes included ‘improved behaviour, improved
attendance, improved scholastic achievement, greatemctreii school work,

and more positive attitudes to school and teachers, to thesssahd to their
parents’ (Ryan 1995, 25). Few teachers saw any effects on th&s’ pupi
scholastic outcomes as a result of the scheme but felsubhteffects would

take longer to emerge (Ryan 1995).
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A 1999 evaluation of the scheme by Ryan contained analysis ohgeadd
mathematics scores on standardized tests completed by Thirdfin€IBss
pupils following five years inclusion by schools in the HSCL Sche@ans

were found for the Third Class but not the Fifth Class pupysuiRL.999).

Archer and Shortt note, in their 2003 evaluation, that HSCL Coordsatat
school principals seem to regard the scheme as less sucéessfhleving its
aims relating to pupil outcomes than it is in relation to aimstiver areas.
They also found that ‘what might be regarded as affective oasdpupils’
attitude to and experience of school) are described as havingest¢ara
greater extent ... than are outcomes relating to pupils’ behavitemdance or

performance’ (Archer and Shortt 2003, 91).

2.3 Parental involvement in Irish primary education: History, evolution

and current status

231 Parental involvement in Irish primary education: History and

evolution

The word ‘involvement’ was chosen in preference to ‘partnershithia title of
this section as the concept of parental partnership in Idsitagion is a

relatively recent phenomenon.

O’Buachalla (1988, 49) uses the term, ‘binary model,’ to desthiemajor
influences of Churches and State on the development of Irish educational

policy. Speaking of the dominance of Church and State in Irish golucter
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the establishment of the national school system in 1831, the Niaional
Teachers’ Organization (hereinafter INTO) asserts tpatents, teachers,
pupils and others figured little in the symbiotic accommodatioivesd at by
both churches and state’ (INTO 1997, 1). This is in no way to devhtie
enormous contribution made by the Churches to Irish education, a atiotrib
acknowledged by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD 1997). At the start of the twenty-firshtary, the
situation has changed enormously as we shall see. Change hasabouot
slowly, however, with Conaty commenting in 2002 that ‘it would apdeam
speaking to parents and school personnel, and from research firtbatgse
participation of parents is often consigned to their having relgneeripheral

role’ (Conaty 2002, 34).

Farry (1998, 1), writing of vocational education, reminds us ‘theen before

St. Patrick there were specific legal provisions relatiogsyllabi, and to
teachers’ and that the earliest written provision for Iristational education is
contained in the Brehon Laws. Coolahan (1981) traces the historysbf Iri
education, noting that, prior to educational developments in the airibte
century, ‘Ireland had long had an honourable tradition of concern andl rega
for education perhaps most notably reflected in the great mors$tanls
which served as “lights of the north” during Europe’s dark agestfze bardic
schools which helped to preserve and transmit much of the cultuitalgeeof

the people’ (Coolahan 1981, 8). Coolahan (1981, 3) refers to ‘a new and
quickening pulse of concern ... in relation to education’ in the lateesgti

and early nineteenth centuries as a result of events such asdtisrial
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revolution, rising population, increasing urbanization, the poligcal social
values occurring as a result of the French revolution and citgangnceptions

of childhood linked to the romantic movement. Coolahan (1981, 3-4) observes
that Ireland was frequently used as ‘a social laboratory whemieus policy
initiatives were tried out which might be less acceptablenigldhd’ and that
‘Ireland, as a colony, could be used as an experimental miliewsdcial
legislation which might not be tolerated in England.” Furthermdme British
Government saw schools as institutions that could promote polaicty and
cultural assimilation (Coolahan 1981, 4). Against this backdrop,ate-st
supported primary school system was established in 1831, adnadiste@n
appointed National Board of Education in Dublin and managed by prominent

people in the community, usually clergymen (Titley 1983).

Though it was the State’s hope that the new primary school sysbeid be
non-denominational, ‘each denomination strove to shape the national school
system towards its denominational requirements’ (Coolahan 198Ttley
(1983, 4) speaks of the strong bond between priests and people which
developed during the struggle for Catholic emancipation, and dhathehat,

even after emancipation had been achieved, the Church’s amisaied to be
championed by clergy, not laity, and ‘this was conspicuously goregard to

the question of education.” Moreover, at this time, an educawdlenslass did

not exist in Ireland (Titley 1983), but was emerging. As the namttecentury
progressed, the situation remained unchanged. Steele (1999, L34y drgt

‘in post-famine Ireland, the Catholic Church was leader of, ao#esperson

for, a people disorganised and demoralised by years of death aimk decl
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Citing Hyland (1995, 42), he states that, effectively, the Chaotéd inloco
parentison behalf of its people for almost a century especially in itild 6f
education, and that, having done this for so long and with, as faués lme
judged, the consent of ‘the overwhelming majority of its peoples’ Church

continued to carry out this role decades after independetesg 3999, 134).

With the adoption of the Irish Constitution in 1937, the predominaet @bl
parents in their children’s education was acknowledged:
The State acknowledges that the primary and natural educator of the
child is the Family and guarantees to respect the inaliemableand
duty of parents to provide, according to their means, for thgioge$
and moral, intellectual, physical and social education of ttreldren.
(Article 42.1)
Article 42.2 goes on to state that ‘parents shall betérgeovide this education
in their homes or in private schools or in schools recognisedatlisbed by
the State.” Furthermore, ‘the State shall not oblige parent®lation of their
conscience and lawful preference to send their children to schstalslished
by the State, or to any particular type of school designatethéyState’
(Government of Ireland 1937, Article 42.3). Steele (1999, 133), qutrtng
documents such as th@atechism of the Catholic Churadnd theCode of
Canon Law,reminds us that Articles 41 and 42 of the Irish Constitution,
providing for the family and education, ‘are profoundly influenced thoy
social teachings of the Catholic Church’ which ‘insist thatgheents are the
primary educators of their children and, as such, possess aigtitduties of
the most fundamental and perduring kind.” These Church documents post-da
the Constitution but, in this matter, they enshrine traditionéhdlia doctrine.

In spite of this acknowledgement by both Church and State of the aghts

parents in their children’s education, ‘neither has been quick to isktabl
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mechanisms by means of which the rights thus recognized in theoryecan

vindicated in practice’ (Steele 1999, 44). Eamonn deValera (quoted in

O’Buachalla 1988, 320), in reply to a written query from a NewkYor

educationalist in 1953 concerning the extent of parental partmipatischool

activities, wrote:
There are few parent associations as such and parent paditipati
school activities is therefore usually in accordance withdesires of
individual parents in this respect. The Constitution of Ireland hewyev
lays down that the primary rights and responsibilities in educatien
those of the parents and our system of education is based throughout on
this principle.

It is not until the 1960s that there is any evidence of a statedtion by the

State to actively involve parents in their children’s educaf@wolahan (1981,

131) comments that, compared with previous decades, ‘the period 1960-1980

witnessed a dramatic increase in government and public inkereducation,’

noting that the publication in 1958 of the government White Paper on

Economic Expansion was a notable landmark in the educational chande whic

subsequently occurred. Coolahan (1981, 131) contends that this White Paper

led to changed attitudes to economic and industrial developmenthat ‘it

was felt that a society needs to draw on the full potentiakgiaol of talent’

with many commentators remarking that ‘existing educational pooviszas

not facilitating that.” Coolahan (1981) explains that attitudinancjes were

occurring in Ireland during the late 1950s and early 1960s as a result of

Ireland’s expanding links with international organizations sucthe@dUnited

Nations and UNESCO, as well as the introduction of televisiori961.

Around this time, Ireland experienced ‘the breakdown of the oldrzdist

ethos which tended to confine educational policy to the authority figures,
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church and state’ and ‘a greater tolerance and more scope fptession of
group and individual opinion by teachers, parents and students was in

evidence’ (Coolahan 1981, 132).

In 1969, a bookletAr nDaltai Uile (i.e., All Our Pupils) wasissued by the
Department of Education to all homes in Ireland outlining the impending
changes in lIrish education (INTO 1997, 5). Shortly afterwards, ifl,19ie

new curriculum document circulated to primary schools put a respaysiil
principal teachers to ‘foster in conjunction with the managemogaer liaison
between the school and the home’ (Department of Education 1971, 21). The
Irish National Teachers’ Organization (INTO 1997, 5) points loat, twhile the
document did not ‘go on to lay down clearly how this objective walseto

achieved,” it was ‘an indication of forthcoming change.’

Boards of Management in Irish primary schools were estalish 1975,
ensuring ‘a wider participation by trustees, parents and teaghéne shared
management of schools’ (Conaty 2002, 34). Schools of up to six teacber

to have two parent representatives on the Board of Managemeuoit aubtal

of six members, with schools of seven teachers or more havingdBoa

consisting of eight members with two parent representative

In 1985, the Minister for Education issued a circular (DepartwieBtucation
1985, Circular 7/85) announcing the setting up of a National Pareoisiol
and urging school authorities to have parents’ associations fonrméukir

schools.
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Circular 7/88 (Department of Education 1988) related to the developrhent
Codes of Discipline in schools and enshrined ‘for the first timeritjie of
parents to be involved in the drawing up and approving of the contenyof a

school’s code’ (Caram 1989).

1984 saw the beginnings of a movement to provide multi-denominational
schooling with the establishment of Educate Together. Accordingtsto i
website, Educate Together ‘guarantees children and parentk faittad and
none equal respect in the operation and governing of education’ (Educate
Together 2008). Educate Together primary schools, of which thertordy-

four as of July 2008, are fully recognized by the DES and operate theler
same regulations and funding structures as other national schahisa{&
Together 2008). Educate Together schools are ‘democratically ithragtive
participation by parents in the daily life of the school, whilst pady
affirming the professional role of the teachers’ (Educate Tegef008).
Educate Together asserts that this democratic organization cueiingnce
‘maximises the potential for building a genuine partnership kEtwihe
professional, objective role of the teacher and the neadgsszersonal
involvement of the parent in contributing to their children's educatEducate

Together 2008).

In 1988, the Primary Education Review Body was establishedy twmid
representatives from the National Parents’ Council amongstwiénty-two

members. Th&keport of the Primary Education Review B¢@®pvernment of
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Ireland 1990)was published in 1990 and it is in this Report that we find the
first comprehensive, clearly enunciated government statemenparental
partnership. Recognizing the fundamental importance of relationséipeen
home and school, the Report stated that, at that time, pashtsoved away
from a peripheral role’ and were ‘becoming more actively inwblveath
teachers and clergy in management structures and policy méBiogernment

of Ireland 1990, 39). The Report stipulated that parents should heasee
‘interested partners in the education process’ and that tmeydsbe consulted
and ‘have a significant influence on national educational pohidyam its local
implementation’ (Government of Ireland 1990, 39). The Report recommended
that home/school links should be established as soon as childrercepéedc
for enrolment in a school and that ‘all schools have a cleafilyedkpolicy and
programme for productive parental involvement’ (Government of Irel@s@,

40).

The Report was followed in 1991 by a government circular (Departofent
Education 1991, Circular 24/91) to Chairpersons of Boards of Managerhe
National Schools entitledParents as Partners in EducatioAsserting that
‘partnership for parents in education is a stated policy airneoGovernment,’
the circular stated that ‘the Government and the Social Pattawe formally
recognized the promotion of parental involvement in the educaticheaf
children as an essential strategy of educational policy andigeracthe
circular was ‘concerned with ensuring that partnership for paremissitively
pursued at a local level by each national school.” It acknowtepgeents’ right

‘to be assured that the child’s needs are being met by the schdditaied that
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‘parents should be given as much information as possible on all agpehe
child’s progress and development.” The main thrust of the ciroués to
request schools to set up a Parents’ Association where nonedexXtsich
national school was required ‘to establish as part of its oveibol
policy/plan, a clearly defined policy for productive parental iagoient.’
While the circular did not define ‘partnership,’ it promised tondeg and issue

guidelines to schools on the process of parental involvement.

1990 heralded a major advancement in the Government's commitment t
home/school partnership with the introduction of the Home/School/Cortynuni
Liaison Scheme (HSCL) on a pilot basis in fifty-five primasghools in
designated areas of disadvantage. At the end of a thezepjlot scheme,
HSCL was mainstreamed at both primary and post-primaryséapartment

of Education and Science 2007). This was a significant miles®ieaas an
acknowledgment by the Government of the centrality of home/schsarian

addressing educational disadvantage.

The Green Paper on Educati@ducation for a Changing Worl@Government
of Ireland 1992), reiterated the importance of the promotion of rsoimed|
links. While the earlierReport of the Primary Education Review Body
(Government of Ireland 1990) recommended establishing effective ftioiks
the child’s enrolment in primary school, the Green Paper statédstich
contact (viz., between home and school) ‘should commence atlps estage
as possible in the child’s education,” proposing to begin to deveé&pghool

programmes as part of the HSCL Scheme.
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The Report of the Special Education Review Commifedlished in 1993,
also recognized the central role of parents of children syp#tial educational
needs. The Report recommended that ‘parents should be activaleithwith
the professionals in making a recommendation concerning their cimiti
school placement’ and that ‘the implications of each alterngilaeement
should be made plain to them in order to assist them in making amedor

decision’ (Government of Ireland 1993, 33).

A reading of developments between the late 1960s and early 198@sdrea

of parental partnership with schools shows a positive and promising
progression. Parental partnership in education had become a stated
governmental aim and, to ensure that this stated aim wasaretymhetoric,
schools were now requested to have Parents’ Associations and dequhiee/e

‘a clearly defined policy for productive parental involvementégartment of
Education 1991, Circular 24/91), parents were becoming involved in policy-
making and were represented on Boards of Management and the HSCL
Scheme had been established in areas of economic disadvantage. fhiugh
constituted progress, th&eport on the National Education Convention
(Convention Secretariat 1994, 23) stated that ‘the fundamentaiaqies that

time (1994) was ‘whether appropriate adjustments and adaptatiobe casde

to bring the governance of schools into line with very changed economic,
social and political circumstances, while respecting thétsigpf various
involved parties and winning the allegiance of the relevaningesr within

school communities.” On the one hand, there were ‘increasingndisnfar
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more democratic participation’ of parents and teachers irgthernance of
schools and, on the other hand, there were the Patrons/Tnkteasshed ‘to
ensure that certain fundamental beliefs, values and cutusaluable
practices’ were ‘effectively taught and learned/interndlisgthin the schools

and who, in this sense, stood for or acted on behalf of ‘a body ... of pelople
wish their children to be educated within a particular ialig, ethical or
cultural tradition’ (Convention Secretariat 1994, 24). The Report (Caiove
Secretariat 1994, 25) contended that, with more educated parentsareho
more conscious of the constitutional prerogatives of parents ¢inanery, the
older model of patron “acting on behalf of” such people’ was ‘coming under
challenge.’” In constructing ‘a model of relationships betweentd@e(Ratron

and management’ the Convention (Convention Secretariat 1994, 29)
considered it relevant that there would be ‘a clearer spatidn of the
functions of patronage and management, such that the interests of
Trustee/Patron are protected and the concern for the greatecrd¢éisation of
school management boards may be accommodated.” The Report Isthted t

the time of its publication, the composition of Boards of Mansgg remained

‘a contentious issue,” with parents and teachers seeking ezpralsentation
with other partners on Boards. In the governance framework envisggbe
Convention, the Board would ‘be equally representative of Patrcashees

and parents’ (Convention Secretariat 1994, 29). The Convention considered
that ‘a more pluralist society, with many emerging integgsups, may give

rise to pressures for new forms of schooling in alignment witin ihierests’

(Convention Secretariat 1994, 25).
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Reflecting the changing face of Ireland through the 1990s, tish Ir
Government White Paper on Educatio@harting our Education Future
(Government of Ireland 1995, 3), took up the theme of pluralidierrirey to it

as one of ‘a number of key considerations which should underpin the
formulation and evaluation of educational policy and practice.” Andtlgr
consideration was partnership, which is even more importantgi@alism in

the context of the position of parents in education. Those listdtikVhite
Paper as partners in education were parents, patrons/trusteasigevernors,
management bodies, teachers, the local community and the Btat&Vhite
Paper recognized that parents have a right to active paitcipattheir child’s
education. They also have a right ‘as individuals to be consatddnformed

on all aspects of the child’'s education’ and a right ‘agraup to be active
participants in the education system at school, regional and alatewels’
(Government of Ireland 1995, 9). The White Paper went a stepefuttan
previous educational policy documents in that it clearly statedorants also
have responsibilities. ‘Parents should nurture a learning environrent,
operate with and support the school and other educational partners, fand ful
their special role in the development of the child’ (Govemnoé Ireland 1995,

9).

Two pieces of legislation which followed gave statutory recagmito the
rights and responsibilities of parents in education. The Education1868
enshrined in law the rights of parents in relation to their amldrschooling
while the Education Welfare Act 2000 (Government of Ireland 20Grigi

delineated their responsibilities.
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The Education Act, 1998, is described in the long title asa&@n.. to ensure
that the education system ... is conducted in a spirit of partnerstvedie
schools, patrons, students, parents, teachers and other schoplthstaff
community served by the school and the state.’ In this Act, thésraf parents

in matters educational are clearly laid down. Parents nowdatagtutory right
to be consulted, both individually and as a body, depending on the cdmytext,
the Minister for Education, inspectors, patrons, trustees, geasiaprincipals
and teachers on matters such as health education (Article @tl)aton of the
organization and operation of the school (Article 13:3), assessoifietiite
educational needs of students (Article 13:3), preparation ofc¢heol plan
(Article 21:3) and the setting of objectives for the school Aednonitoring of
those objectives (Article 23:2d). Under the Act, parents’ sigbt send their
children to schools of their choice is safeguarded (Article Barents are
entitled to information, for example, on policies relating to adiomg
expulsion and suspension (Article 15:2d), on matters relating to thatioper
and performance of the school (Article 20), and on the school plaicléA2t,

4). Parents have a right to access ‘in the prescribed maonecdrds kept by

a school relating to their children’s educational progressdlarig). Parents
may inspect school accounts as they relate to monies provided by the
Oireachtas (Article 18:2). Parents have a right to fornerar Associations

(Article 26:1).

Steele (1999, 136) makes the point that the Education Act, 1998 ‘ttes i

more than afford statutory recognition to rights already posseasskelxercised
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by parents’ and has ‘little doubt’ that ‘the Act is not as rald&s similar
instruments in other European jurisdictions.’ In spite of thahdralds the Act
as a positive step, asserting that ‘the very fact tiet tights are thus copper-
fastened by statute is in itself a signal improvementrfseh parents and, at the
very least, the Act is a “stepping-stone” to even greatpravements for them

in the future’ (Steele 1999, 137).

The Education Welfare Act, 2000 promotes school attendance and &es ma
provision for children educated in the home. (Article 42.2 of theh Iris
Constitution gives parents freedom to provide education for thdarehiin
their own homes.) The Act places a statutory obligation on fsaterensure
that their child attends a recognized school (Article 17) andrevaeparent
neglects his/her duties under the Act, he/she will be guilgnadffence which
may result in a fine being imposed or imprisonment (Article 25)ek& a child

is absent from a school where he/she is registered, the sclplifent is
required, under the Act, to notify the principal of the schoohefreasons for
the child’s absence (Article 18). Parents may be asked, @mndition of
registration, to confirm in writing that they accept and ailpport the school’s
code of behaviour (Article 23). Where parents are educatimgdhiédren at
home, they are required to register the child with the Nati@ualcation
Welfare Board, which has powers to establish that the chilgasiving a

certain minimum education (Article 14).

The Revised Curriculum, introduced to Irish primary schools in 1¥9@cts

both the spirit and statutory requirements of the Education Act, 1898e

81



introduction document (Government of Ireland 1999), partnership in education
is listed as a key issue. This document acknowledges thatficagt
educational, social and behavioural benefits accrue to the ahik result of
effective home/school partnership. It stresses the necess$ityegular
consultation with parents in order to help teachers ‘to come dteegper
appreciation of children’s needs and so to plan more effectimitegy
experiences’ (Government of Ireland 1999, 22). Good communicationéretwe
parents and schools is seen as a way of building ‘a shared understaritieg
principles of the curriculum, the learning goals of the schaoid the
approaches and methodologies it adopts’ (Government of Ireland 1999, 22).
Parental involvement in curricular planning is recommended andpéeial
contribution parents can make ‘in creating and fostering a pes#thool

spirit’ is acknowledged (Government of Ireland 1999, 22).

In 2000, the government issuédarning Support Guideling€&Government of
Ireland 2000a), to Irish primary schools. This document aimed ‘to provide
practical guidance to teachers, parents and other in@restsons on the
provision of effective learning support to pupils with low achievenfesartiing
difficulties’ (Government of Ireland 2000a, 7). Both this document ted
previously mentioned one illustrate the extent to which governnhamkirig

and policy on parental partnership has changed since the introductiba of
1971 curriculum (Department of Education 1971) when, in the curriculum
document, parents got a brief mention. Thearning Support Guidelines
document outlines very clearly the role of the principal in waykivith

parents, the role of the class teacher in collaborating wittnggmof pupils in
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receipt of supplementary teaching and the role of the leasuipgort teacher

in consulting and collaborating with parents. The role of the nparen
supporting the work of the school is comprehensively dealt withedsaws/the

role of parents in communicating with the school. For instamee ptincipal

can facilitate parental involvement in the learning support gsocey
establishing school policies and procedures that enable pareiscome
effectively involved in the provision of learning support and by encougagi
the organization of information sessions for parents on issuegetatithe
school’s learning support service (Government of Ireland 2000a,CA&3s
teachers should make parents aware of the school’s contemstiae child’s
progress and outline the school’'s practices regarding the adadioistrof
diagnostic tests (Government of Ireland 2000a, 45). The learning suppor
teacher should outline to the parents the learning targebs sbe school for

the child as well as ways the parents can support those tagéisme
(Government of Ireland 2000a, 49). Parents should support the work of the
school by engaging in activities, e.g., paired reading, and shoefdt&achers
informed of the progress they observe in their child’s learnirgngrlearning

difficulties they observe in their child (Government aflénd 2000a, 53).

The INTO notes that, when the 1971 curriculum was introduced (Department
of Education 1971), ‘little if any meaningful reference’ was medthe roles
of teachers or parents in the ‘process of home school liaisonQ(INI97, 5).
This charge certainly cannot be made against the DeparghEducation and
Science since the Education Act, 1998 came into law. As alreatid,

parental partnership is seen as a crucial element of cumchplementation

83



and school planning and specific ways of achieving this are outlleadycby
the Department of Education and Science in its documents (Goverwent

Ireland 1999, Department of Education and Science Inspex0a8).

When a primary school needs to reflect on its overall impléatien of parent-
school partnership, it has yet another valuable source ofmaf@n and
guidance in the form of a further document, issued by the Inspéeiar2003,
entitled Looking at our School: An Aid to Self-Evaluation in Primary Schools
(Department of Education and Science Inspectorate 2003). Thisndat is

used as a basis for Whole School Evaluation (hereinafter Wpgatment of
Education and Science 2006) and anecdotal evidence suggests that DES
Inspectors, carrying out WSE, question the Board of Management about
parental involvement and seek objective evidence for such imaelve The
document provides schools with a set of themes through which niiagy
undertake a review and self-evaluation of their own perfocend is apparent

yet again from this document that the Department of EducatidnScience is
taking the statutory requirement laid down by the Education Act, 1998 w
regard to parent-school partnership seriously. The document asks Bbards
Management to consider the effectiveness of their proceduresnfuring
meaningful communication with parents in all aspects of the o$sho
operation. The first theme under the heading, ‘Managemerdlatfanships

with parents and the wider community,” is ‘the quality of partmersvith
parents, and the degree to which the school facilitates contasdreparents

and teachers’ (Department of Education and Science Inspectorate920Di3e

remaining themes in this section are concerned with paresiteeaneetings,
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parental involvement and communication between home and school. The
school should look at the extent to which it ‘engages in reguléewe on a
partnership basis, of its relationship with parents and the wsdhapol
community, including outside agencies’ (Department of EducatiorSaitce

Inspectorate 2003, 9).

In the 2003 Inspectorate document, schools are asked to reflect otethtet@
which they involve parents in the development of the school plan and on how
they communicate the content of the school plan to parents. Qtes af
reflection are the relative influence and involvement of maren determining

the needs and interests of pupils, the degree to which parefasiatated and
encouraged to respond to school reports and the nature and quality of liaison
with parents in meeting the needs of pupils with physical and sensor
disabilities and with behavioural and emotional problems. With regard
minority groups, the school is asked to consider the support it givesrents

of pupils from such backgrounds. An entire section in the document poses
guestions for schools in the area of provision for co-operation betwkeal sc
home and community. The importance of school policy and documentation on
co-operation between home, school and community is stressed veed as

the structures that exist to facilitate such co-operatiofurther section deals

with provision for pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds. (See thigat

pp. 57-58, for comment on this.)
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2.3.2 Current statusof parent partnership in Irish primary schools

We have now established that huge change has taken place imrgemer
thinking and policy on parent-school partnership in the last threeleecde

will now look at how this is reflected in schools and classom

A document, entitledrifty School Reports: What Inspectors Siaybased on an
analysis of the findings of the Irish Schools Inspectorate frdiy $ichool
reports from a variety of primary schools during the 2001/2002 school yea
(Department of Education and Science Inspectorate 2002). This document
outlines the state of parental involvement in these fiftyosts, and may be
indicative of parental involvement at the present time ghlschools generally
speaking, though it must be stressed that the document makdésms in this

regard.

This report found that more than half of the schools set asidetdirdescuss
pupil progress with parents. Ways of communicating with paremside
parent-teacher meetings, both formal and informal, written repantls,
newsletters, bulletins and information booklets. It would seeity #mongst
the fifty schools, communication with parents is efficientlmawhole. Parents
are less well catered for in terms of school involvemerth st a few schools
encouraging ‘active parental involvement in shared reading, in chaili
education plans for pupils with special needs and as classroomamtssist

supporting learning activities’ (Department of Education aridrige
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Inspectorate 2002, 10). Less than half of the reports refémectly to parental
involvement in school development planning, and this was noted asarco
by the Inspectorate. A further concern was the lack of effectw@munication
between parents’ associations and schools (Department of Education a

Science Inspectorate 2002).

A national progress report on the School Development Planning hetiati
(Department of Education and Science 2003a, 29) indicated thatctheion

of Boards of Management and parents in school development planning was
most successful among schools in the third year of the indjatvith up to
33% of these schools involving parents in the planning process.€eplogt r
notes that improvement in the involvement of parents in schoolsadabken
part in the initiative for just one or two years has been ‘modest’'states that
‘much remains to be done in this area.” Schools seem to be pagyarg
attention to the Department of Education and Science’s reeomstion
(Government of Ireland 1999, 22) that parents be involved in alaric
planning as evidenced by the fact that 90% of parental involveranfound
to be in organizational (as opposed to curricular) planning (Departofient

Education and Science 2003a, 29).

A study by Mac Giolla Ph&draig (2003a, 43), based on two nationaysr
one of primary school teachers and one of the parents of priswugol
children, found that, amongst the teachers surveyed, ‘informiren{saof the
formal curriculum of the school is their preferred level ofrepgal

involvement.” The same study found that teachers show little easinudor

87



involving parents as partners in school policy formation. Teachers feund

to be more aware of the benefits of involving parents in scpolity or of
their official requirement to do so than parents were, leatilag Giolla
Phadraig (2003a, 42) to conclude that this ‘could be taken as an imrlidait
parents’ primary concern in schools is their child and issues diaesttly
connected to his/her education’ and that ‘relationships on issues afalgene
school policy may be of secondary concern to them.” The presentr write
considers that it could also mean that parents have not baede amvare by
schools of their role in policy formation. The findings of N&aalla Phadraig’s
study (2003a) support the Department of Education and Science (2003a) data
(presented above, p. 87) with relation to the low involvemerpaoénts in

curricular planning.

The evidence presented above suggests that ‘much work needs to betdone wi
both parents and teachers if the “spirit of partnership” wérempts is to be
realised’ (MacGiolla Phadraig 2003a, 45). This work includes ofjeparents

encouragement, re-assurance and information.

2.4 Par ent-school partnership

In reviewing the literature on parental partnership in schools, fitisé
impression is its sheer vastness, the second, its lack ofi@oh&his writer
agrees with Dyson and Robson (1999,1) who state that ‘thetuiteras
characterized by significant limitations, unevenness in therageeof different

kinds of links, a reliance on local evaluations of smallespeojects and an
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absence of wide-ranging programmatic evaluations.” Ryan and \{&995,
5) are even more pessimistic when, speaking of research oty-faiool
links, they contend that ‘the accumulated evidence resistgatitay’ For the
reader of literature on parental and family involvement in sshodtawing
conclusions in this area is fraught with difficulties as sisdidopt a range of
methodologies, concern different types of projects, concentnatsuccess
rather than failure and, to further complicate mattersettsea variation within
and between schemes in terms of their effectiveness’nBuadl Reid 2003,
292). Epstein (1992, 5) further highlights the difficulties in imtetation of
findings from parental involvement studies, noting that, in somdies, ‘the
measures of involvement and influence were incomplete’ artd‘dpacific
connections between parents and teachers were not measuréein Ep392,
5) further suggests that other studies ‘lack the rigor neededbleisand
document specific effects on students of particular practi@he concludes
(Epstein 1992, 6) that there is a pressing need for ‘more rigoamadytic

research on the effects on students of specific praadiceartnership.’

On reading the literature, a further impression is the widay of projects
which come under the heading of ‘partnership’ (e.g., Davies 199@hBur
1993, Lysaght 1993, Houston 1996, Milbourne 2005, Walser 2005). This bears
out the point made in Chapter One (p. 9) that the term is intedpne many
different ways. In some of the literature the term@lvementndpartnership

are used interchangeably. In reviewing the literature &udify presents in that

it is not always possible to ascertain tpattnershipas defined in Chapter
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One (pp. 32-34), exists in some projects despite their title. Véxéenining
these projects critically, it will be useful to remembkattinvolvementis
sometimes a path tmartnershipor occasionally becomgmrtnershipen route.
Partnership ‘denotes an end state which may only be achieved thraiigh ta
trial and error, stages of active participation with parenésiucation’ (Lysaght
1993, 196). As Mittler (2000, 158) puts it, ‘true partnership is agsocather
than a destination.” Mittler echoes Pugh (1989) when he contendsrubat
partnership implies mutual respect based on a willingness to fean one
another, a sense of common purpose, a sharing of information and decision-
making and a sharing of feelings. He goes on to state, and tiniportant in
the context of the present review, that the above princighes values are
relevant in working with all parents but they represent dinéy fundamental
building blocksof a working relationship with families who are different
and who haveunique needgMittler 2000, 158). Thus, what constitutes a
building block of partnership in one school may be totally inadequate i

another.

2.4.1 Conceptual framework for parent-school partnership

Rudestam and Newton (2001, 6) offer the following definition of aeptual
framework:

A conceptual framework, which is simply a less developed forra of
theory, consists of statements that link abstract concepts, (e.
motivation, role) to empirical data. Theories and conceptual
frameworks are developed to account for or describe abstract
phenomena that occur under similar conditions. A theory is the
language that allows us to move from observation to observation and
make sense of similarities and differences. Without placingstiy
within such a context, the proposed study has a “so what?”ygualit
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Wisker (2006, quoted in Burgess, Sieminski and Arthur 2006, 50) sees a
conceptual framework as ‘the scaffold, framework of ideas, tigumss and
theories, methodologies and methods’ which help the researchereiopmléhe
ideas underpinning the research. The conceptual framework for ésenpr
dissertation will be derived from the literature, presemetiis chapter, as well

as from a shared understanding, in the context in which the chggaiject is

set, i.e., St. Mary’s School, of parent-school partnership.

Frameworks and typologies are available in the literatumg, (Ball 1998,
Connors and Epstein 1995, Eccles and Harold 1996) to help us ‘to understand
the complex web of activities which attempts to bind school, Iya®nd
community together.” These frameworks look at the web of aesviand
relationships from different angles (e.g., from an ecolog&adjal or school
perspective), all of which give us a deeper understanding daihiéy/school

connection.

Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997, 5) remind us of the importance of
understanding parental involvement within ‘the broader social ecobdgy
parents’ lives,” asserting that ‘human development cannot bguatidy
understood without significant reference to the proximal and disihls
systems that work to limit or enhance both developmental processks
outcomes.” Bronfenbrenner (1992) suggests that the immediate setting
(microsystems) in which adult-child interactions take place #ued links
between those settings (mesosystems) are embedded in digtainments

(macrosystems) and provides us with an ecological framework for
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understanding human development. Getzels (1978) presents a framework
illustrating the relationship between the institutions and indiv&lual any

given system and other systems and communities. Epstein andlleagees
(Ames, Khoju and Watkins 1993, Becker and Epstein 1982, Connors and
Epstein 1995, Dauber and Epstein 1993, Dolan and Haxby 1995) have been
involved in on-going large-scale research in the Centre on [Eamili
Communities, Schools and Children’s Learning at The Johns Hopkins
University in Baltimore, USA, and have developed a typology oflf@school
partnerships. We will now look at Bronfenbrenner’s ecological eh¢t979,

1989 and 1992), Getzels's (1978) social system perspective and Epstein’s
typology (Epstein and Dauber 1991) and at how Keyes (not dated) uses al
three to develop a conceptual framework for parent-teacher [=nirer
Finally, in this section, Eccles and Harold’s (1996) theorefremhework will

be presented because this extends the above models and considerrs pare
involvement ‘as both an outcome of parent, teacher, and child neése and

as a predictor of child outcomes’ (Eccles and Harold 1996, 6).
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2.4.1.1 Bronfenbrenner’'s model

Figure 1: Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model (Keyes, not déjed,

——Microsystem

| Mesosystem
Exosystem
Macrosystem

Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1989, 1992) provides us with an ecological way (Figure
1) of viewing the home/school relationship. Sumison (1999, 11), quoting
Wideen, Mayer-Smith and Moon (1998), tells us that ‘an ecolog&aipective
recognizes that “everything is connected to everything elBedhfenbrenner
(1992, 226) proposes a taxonomy consisting of ‘a hierarchy of systdmg at
levels moving from the most proximal to the most remote.’ Bramienner
(1979, 3) sees the environment as ‘a set of nested structurbsnsiae the
next, like a set of Russian dolls.’ If we represent this taxonpictgrially as a
series of concentric circles, at the centre isnierosystema setting where the
child or developing person interacts with others in his/her immediate
environment. At the next level is theesosystemyhich Bronfenbrenner (1992,
227) describes as ‘a system of microsystems.” Under thidifeave have
relations between ‘two or more settings containing the developingpmper
(Bronfenbrenner 1992, 227). Bronfenbrenner (1992, 227) offers the following
description of thexosystem

The exosystenencompasses the linkage and processes taking place

between two or more settings, at least one of which does not dgdinar

contain the developing person, but in which events occur that influence

processes within the immediate setting that does containpénrabn
(e.g., for a child, the relation between the home and thenpismwork
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place; for a parent, the relation between the school and the
neighbourhood group).

In describing themacrosystemBronfenbrenner (1992, 228) notes that it may

be thought of as ‘a societal blueprint for a particular cultsubculture, or

other broader social context.” Timacrosystenis the overarching pattern of

the culture in which the developing person is situated, ‘with pdatic
reference to the developmentally instigative beliefeayst resources, hazards,

life styles, opportunity structures, life course options, and npattef social
interchange that are embedded in each of these systerosf¢Bbrenner 1992,

228). Bronfenbrenner (1989) added to his original theory (above) atide in
updated theory, places emphasis on the role of the person in his/her own
development and stresses cultural aspects of people’s meanings and

perceptions.

Bronfenbrenner’'s model is important for the present study bects®ws
that parent-school partnership is not a simple two-way reldtipietween the
parent and the school. Parent-school partnership is influencedtbproaimal
and distal environments as well as the meanings parents andrselchg to

and from those environments.
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2.4.1.2 Getzels's social system perspective

Figure 2: Elements of the normative and personal dimensioahafvibur in a

social system (Getzels 1978, 667)

Normative Dimension
Institution —_y Role — 5 Expectations

) | 1 N

Social System Behavior

: 4 /
Individual——> Personality —> Disposition

Personal Dimension

Getzels (1978, 666) tells us that ‘one way of attempting to apmietie
interactions among individuals, institutions, and communities andithpact
on behaviour is to view the related elements as operating wiitinial system
as the general context of behaviour.” This view sees, atemet the school
operating as a particular institution within the social systéia given society,
at another level, the classroom operating as an institutiominwtite social
system of the school and, at yet another level, the classrooratiogeas a
social system in itself. Two types of phenomena are embodidueisdcial
system. These are the institutions with component roles andtaipas
(rights and duties) that will fulfil the goals of the systend @he individuals
with component personalities and dispositions (cognitions and Jffetis

inhabit the system (Figure 2).

Because institutional roles are complementary, with each roleindg its
definition and meaning from the other roles, the role of the &aid the role
of the pupil can only be understood in relation to each other. Accptdi
Getzels (1978, 667),

Behaviour is a function not only of normative expectations but-also

and perhaps more importantly — of personal dispositions; behaviour in a
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social system is always a reflection of some variable ptiopoof the
role and personality dimensions in the complex of the entire steuot
roles and interaction of personalities in the systemvelscde.
Getzels (1978, 667) states that ‘both the institutions and thedodigi in any
given system ... are integrally related to other systemscaminodities’ and
that the expectations and dispositions of individuals in a school tieve

source in the communities in which the schools are embeddedaandt de

understood apart from them.

Getzels’s model is important for the present study aloiva us to view the
parent-school relationship through another lens. Parents and teadhdrs w
interacting mostly within Bronfenbrennensesosytemand Getzels shows us
that there are social systems within that system, the.,classroom and the
school. The progression of the present project will be influebotl by the
dispositions and personalities of the parents and teachers andléhe

expectations of the school.

2.4.1.3 Epstein’s Typology of Family/School Partnerships

Connors and Epstein (1995, 440) note that three broad theoreticalctigespe
have guided thinking about school and family connections, viz., separate,
embedded and overlapping influences of schools and families. The tfeory
separate influencesees the family in charge of the child’s social development
and the school in charge of the child’s education. The theosmifedded

influencegdraws on the work of Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1992) and recognizes
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‘the more complex and dynamic realities of the effects otiplalcontexts on
human development’ (Connors and Epstein 1995, 441). The theory of
overlapping influence$ecognizes the interlocking histories of institutions that
motivate, socialize, and educate children, and the changing anchalating

skills of individuals in them as the basis for studying conoastthat benefit
children’s learning and development’ (Connors and Epstein 1995, 442).
Connors and Epstein (1995, 446) state that researchers have worked to apply
the theory of overlapping spheres of influence in research andcprdetding

to the development of a typology of family/school partnership.

In this typology, six types of involvement are identified. Typge basic
obligations of families includes providing for children’s health and
development and the creation of a supportive home environment foreci'sldr
learning. Type 2asic obligations of school#cludes communicating with
parents regarding children’s progress. Typ&é@plvement at schootefers to
parental participation in classroom activities or attendaicechool events.
Type 4,involvement in learning activities at homencompasses the area of
parental help at home in activities coordinated with childreris@ovork and
includes assistance and information from school to parents on howobest
provide this help. Type Snvolvement in decision-making, governance and
advocacysees parents in decision-making roles in, e.g., parentiagens
and Boards of Management. Type &llaboration and exchanges with
community organizationsincludes connections with agencies, e.g., health and
community services, that have responsibility or may contributehiidren’s

education and future successes (Epstein and Dauber 1991, 290-1).
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Epstein’s Typology is relevant for the present study and will bel wdeen

interpreting the findings.

2.4.1.4 Keyes's theoretical framework for parent-teapheinership

Figure 3: Ecology of the teacher and ecology of the parerye@eaot dated, 7)
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Keyes (not dated) has developed a theoretical framework based on
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) model, Getzel's (1978) social system pekapaod

Epstein’s (1995) typology.

The first part of Keyes’s model (Figure 3) integratesasgeon parent-teacher
roles (e.g., Garcia 2000, Greenwood and Hickman 1991, Reed, Jonksr Wal
and Hoover-Dempsey 2000) into the Bronfenbrenner model (Keyes, ndt date
7). The left-hand box represents all of the teacher's qualitias have
developed in the microsystem. The right-hand box represemtsta# parent’s
gualities that have developed in the microsystem. The inner-tiroi, the

microsystem, represents the teacher-as-person or parensas-peith the
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factors that have developed from their experiences, inclucliadlenges to
building and bridging partnership. The next circle, the mesosysgmhere
adults interact in the school, bringing their experiences with .tidma two
outer circles, the exosystem and the macrosystem, reptéseimfluence of
more distant environments, e.g., laws and customs. Keyes (edi d holds
that this first part of her model ‘helps us to see the complexitiie teacher-
as-person and the parent-as-person, and the skill that is requivedge the

differences that exist'.

Figure 4: The child in the model (Keyes, not dated, 7)

The teache e Parent

The second part of the model (Figure 4) has the child at theecbatause the
child is at the heart of the parent-teacher relationshiye&dnot dated, 7)
states that the way parent and teacher interact is muiak not just by the
personal and social factors outlined in Figure 3 but also how eterhdts with

and feels about the child.

Figure 5: The teacher and the parent in the socialmy@teyes, not dated, 8)

Institution role expectations Institution role expectations
Social = ’_"—*\i ‘/4«—1—-4—_‘\
abserved Tl Ti Tl Social
behavior
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System A W
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Individual personality dispositions Individual persecnality dispositions
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We now move to a social system perspective which ‘helps wsderstand the
dynamic quality of the interaction between the participantstlagid impact on
each other’ (Keyes, not dated, 7). The first and second gatie smodel were
concerned with the teacher-as-person and the parent-as-pensel as their
respective feelings for the child, but it is the sociatemn that provides the
framework for the interaction between teacher and parent. Kegesigs an
interpretation of Getzels’s (1978) model (Figure 5). The top row et the
influences of the institution’s role expectations. Keyes (notdje8g citing
Katz (1984), states that the teacher’'s role is ‘specd@&ached, rational,
intentional, impartial, and focusing on the whole group’ whilegheent’s role
is ‘diffuse, attached, irrational, spontaneous, partial, ardividual’. The
bottom row sets out the influences of the individual personalitd a
dispositions, with ‘the teacher’'s or parent's construction og,reense of
efficacy, expectations, personal attributes, and communicakitisi $¢Keyes,
not dated, 8). According to Keyes (not dated, 8), this interpoetafi Getzels’s
model ‘highlights the dynamic and complex nature of the parentdgeach
partnership and the importance of considering the interplay amaértieal
elements.’

Figure 6: The importance of communication (Keyes, not d&bed,

Communication

R

volunteering Decision making Learning at home

Collaborating with

PRrSORGE; the community
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Having considered the parent-as-person and the teacher-as-persothewit
child at the centre, and the social system providing a frankeviar
parent/teacher interaction, Keyes now moves to parental gmwelnt in school
and Epstein’s (1995) typology. It is to communication, and its impaetamall
aspects of parental involvement, that Keyes turns in crettenépurth part of
her model (Figure 6). Keyes tells us that Figure 6 showsigméficance of
communication in relation to the five other categories. Keyes dated, 8)
emphasizes ‘the importance of communication to bridging, leadingitial
effective parent-teacher partnerships as well as promoting restensive

parent involvement as characterized by Epstein’s typology.’

(See Figure 7, next page, for Keyes’s full model.)
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Figure 7: A theoretical framework for parent-teagbartnerships (Keyes, not dated, 9-

10)
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Finally, Keyes presents the full model (Figure 7, above)s lhear hope that
‘working within the framework may help teachers consider thétudes about
the value of parent-teacher partnership, look at its comsaand monitor their

responses to individual situations’ (Keyes not dated, 9).

Keyes’s model is useful for the present research as it highltge complexity

of the parent-as-person and the teacher-as-person and the impasfance

communication.

2.4.1.5 Eccles and Harold’s model

Eccles and Harold (1996) show us another way of looking at the parehetea
relationship and of understanding the complexities of this relaifpn$hey
say that their model suggests a framework for thinking more aignabout
the ways schools and parents influence school performance {BoxieHarold
1996, 6).

(See next page for Eccles and Harold’s model.)
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Figure 8: A model of the influences on and consequences onhtpare

involvement in schools (Eccles and Harold 1996, 5)
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FIG. I.1. A model of the influences on and consequences of parent involvement in the schools.

Eccles and Harold’'s model (Figure 8) details these infleenthe first set of
influences, which they terraxogenous variablesvariables that have indirect
or more global and removed effects on parental involvement’ €é&cahd
Harold 1996, 6), are shown in the left-hand column of Figure 8 (BaAxEs
These include family and parent characteristics, inflagnc of
community/neighbourhood, child and teacher characteristics as welieas
structure and climate of the school (Eccles and Harold 199&.d8)es and
Harold (1996, 6) state that they have not connected these with aoaws
other boxes because they have both direct and indirect effec ohthe

other boxes. The second column (Boxes F and G) includes beliefs &undkatti
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of teachers and parents. Eccles and Harold (1996, 6) hold thatoilesfs and
attitudes affect each other and directly affect Boxes H amthke third column,
I.e., specific teacher and parent practices. Finally,véré&ables included in
Boxes F, G, H and | ‘are assumed to affect directly the chilcbouts listed in
the last column’ (Eccles and Harold 1996, 6). Eccles and Harold (p@@&)
out that some of the child outcomes in Box J are either ideoticedry similar
to the child characteristics listed in Box C. They state thiatis intentional
and shows that the model is cyclical in nature and that todhilts outcomes
become tomorrow’s child characteristics and so the cycle contiftres.

present study focuses on parent outcomes which are also tyclica

As we undertake the action research, Eccles and Harold’s rheljs us to
understand the cyclical nature of parent-school partnership. Enactéristics
of the parent, teacher, child, school and neighbourhood will influpacent
and teacher beliefs, leading to practice which in turn leadsitcomes. These
outcomes will then influence and change the beliefs andesprttess begins

again.

2.4.2 Studies

This section will consist of three parts:
* Irish studies
* International studies

» Themes on parent-school partnership drawn from the literature
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2.4.2.1rish Studies

Irish literature on parental involvement/partnership fallsintgainto three
categories: (1) literature on parental partnership in eadysyeducation; (2)
literature concerning the Home/School/Community Liaison Scheme(3nd

other research projects.

24211 Partnership in early years education

As noted by Walsh and Cassidy (2007), a large number of publications exis
relating to the support and promotion of parental partnership and paricipa

in early childhood education settings. It is not proposed to surveg thes
publications in this work as the present project relates torapyi school
setting. It is, however, important to note the significaramaded to promoting
partnerships with parents at the early childhood education staajsh\&nd
Cassidy (2007, 176) tell us that there were 170 Irish publicationseahéme

of parents and families between 1990 and 2006 and that, through thematic
analysis, four sub-themes were identified in the literatlifeese are: (1)
partnership and participation; (2) parental and family supportspg®ntal
guidance and training; and (4) work-life balance. A summary ofliteimture

and bibliography may be found in Walsh and Cassidy (2007, 176-187).

2.4.2.1.2 The Home/School/Community Liaison Scheme and its related

research and case studies

Literature on the HSCL Scheme comprises:
1. Evaluations of the Scheme (Ryan 1995, Ryan 1999, Archer and Shortt

2003)
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2. A study of the Scheme (Conaty 1999)

3. Including All: Home, School and Community United in Education
(Conaty 2002)

4. A publication by the HSCL Coordinators (2005-2006) entitldte
Home, School, Community Liaison Scheme in Ireland: From Vision to

Best Practice

Evaluations of the Scheme by Ryan (1995, 1999) and Archer and Shortt (2003)
have been described in the section, above, on educational disayvgoy. 65-
68). We will now look at Conaty’s two works (1999, 2002) and the puldicati

by the HSCL Coordinators (2005-2006).

A doctoral work by Conaty (1999) ‘centres on partnership and tradas it
attitudes, activities and perceptions of the various keypages involved in the
HSCL scheme’ (Conaty 1999, 310). Conaty used two hypotheses,thvat.,
there is no difference in the attitudes of principals, coordisadnd teachers,
these being three sub-groups of one of the partnership bodies, htha, sand
‘that the coordinator is an important link agent in the partneshii@rprise of

the HSCL scheme’ (Conaty 1999, 152). A questionnaire was sent to the
principals and coordinators in all of the schools involved in the sehem
1994, a total number of 182 schools. Following the completion of the
guestionnaire, a stratified random sample of sixteen schoolsheasrcfor an
in-depth study. The sample included schools from different locatfoms
different types of schools and from different sized communiti€se

guantitative research consisted of questionnaires for prin@pdlsoordinators



in 182 schools and teachers in the sixteen selected schools (Conat§3®)99,
Chairpersons and parents also got a short questionnaire to corimpéteews

were held with principals, coordinators and a ‘core group’ of irealparents

in the sixteen selected schools. The questionnaire sought itilnnoa six
themes. These were: (1) valuing people; (2) communication; (RXwstes; (4)
development; (5) partnership; and (6) outcomes. The interviews tbounstne
HSCL Scheme, its strengths, weaknesses, challenges anal¢hefrthe
coordinator. Conaty’s research also contained an action researgioment,
where HSCL coordinators involved in ten workshops shared their esgartd
experience which led ‘to seeking solutions and improvement’ (Conaty 1999,

168).

Findings from the study rejected the first hypothesis, it@t there is no
difference in the attitudes of principals, coordinators and &ackhese being
three sub-groups of one of the partnership bodies. Conaty (1999, 470) found
‘diverging perceptions among principals, coordinators and teacheds
evidence of rather poor consultation.” With respect to the second hgthe
Conaty (1999, 475) found that coordinators functioned well in the following
areas: availability to parents, provision of parents’ rooms arathes,
provision of courses, classes and activities for parents, vt in policy
formation and opportunities for parents to act as a resource tohbel smd
school community. Conaty (1999, 477) notes that a particular strehdtte
coordinator is ‘the ability to network with agencies and to direcerga

towards existing services either within or outside their lagahmunity.’
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Weaknesses noted were the low importance accorded to homeonsitatl an

absence of planning, monitoring and evaluating.

It would be impossible to record all of Conaty’s findings within ¢bastraints
of this dissertation. The findings from the study listed below parécular
relevance to the present study.

*  While more than three-quarters of coordinators viewed developing
relationships and communicating with parents, pupils, teachers and
community as a top priority, only 7.5% of principals rated it dspa
priority. (While the developing of relationships with parents and
community is mandatory under the Education Act, 1998 [Long Title]
Conaty’s research was conducted before the implementation of the
Act.)

* Only a small percentage of principals, coordinators and teachers
accorded targeting of the most disadvantaged pupils top priority.

* The top reason for communication with parents was to give negative
information, in the view of 43.1% of principals, while only 2.5%o
principals considered the top reason for communication to be to listen
to, affirm and support parents.

 The valuing of parents and community agencies was not highly
esteemed among principals and teachers but was by coordinators

*  While the opinions of parents were sought infrequently, there was

evidence that parents were involved in some decision-making.



Conaty then went on to write a further documénctluding All: Home,
School and Community United in EducatiorConaty (2002)s in a key
situation to produce this material as she has been in the positiational
Coordinator of the HSCL Scheme since its inception. Conaty (2002)
provides a theoretical and historical backdrop to the schemeolBles

the philosophy of the scheme, describes how the scheme is run and
discusses partnership and the role of the coordinator. Sheegiae®les of
home/community work in other areas of the world and states thataitke w

of Pantin (1979, 1984) in Trinidad and Tobago has influenced the HSCL
Scheme in Ireland. Pantin was project director of Servol (&erv
Volunteered for All), a community and education project funded by the
Bernard Van Leer Foundation set up in a disadvantaged area in @rinida
1970 (Conaty 2002, 57). A description of the Servol Project can be found in
Conaty (2002, 57-61) but, for the purposes of this dissertation wbith
noting Pantin’s theories, as outlined by Conaty (2002), because they
provide sterling advice for the would-be action researcher ngoree
attempting to develop partnership with parents and the community. gAmon
Pantin’s theories are ‘attentive listening’ and ‘respectful ristetion.’
Pantin advises: ‘You listen to the people... you never stop listening...you
begin to hear the voice of the people as the important elerhdrgioown
development... you let the thing grow in its own way and its own time’
(Conaty 2002, 58). Pantin further advises that ‘community workers must
take cognizance of the attitudes, values and priorities ofotted people’

and that ‘community workers must present their views forudision, in the

realisation that the local people have the choice of acceptimgjecting
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them’ (Conaty 2002, 58). Conaty (2002, 58) puts forward Pantin’s view
that this process ‘hurts’ the community workers initially butdedo a
respectful understanding of the people, enabling the local conmymianit
follow a road of their own choosing, not one the workers feel they ghoul
travel. The present project stemmed from ‘attentiverliagé and grew in

its own way and its own time.

The publication by the HSCL Coordinators themsel¥é® Home, School,
Community Liaison Scheme in Ireland: From Vision to Best Pra€iibe
HSCL Coordinators 2005-2006ccupies an almost unique position in the
literature because publications describing the process @l dxime/school
partnership are rare indeed. Amongst the processes describetthea
following:
» Courses and classes for parents: Keeping parents close torchildre
learning
» Literacy initiatives: Home, school and community working togethe
* Mathematics for Furand Science for FunParents as a resource in
the classroom
* The Local Committee
» Parents as educational home visitors
» Transfer programmes: Support programmes for parents and children
* International parents
Three further processes outlined in the publication will berdsesd in more

detail here because these processes, viz., ‘home visitatioa parents’ room’
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and ‘parents, pupils, teachers and community working together on policy

formation,’ all have a direct bearing on the present acgsaarch project.

Home visitationis at the heart of the HSCL Scheme’s focus on partnership.
During visits, HSCL coordinators listen, not to fix, critieior analyse, but so

as to appreciate the reality of parents’ lives. The coordingiora position to

bring ‘good news’ and also material items such as informatiokspéar
parents of incoming Junior Infants. Coordinators can explain school
programmes or initiatives to parents, answer any questions panagtfave
about the school and offer parents support and encouragement (HSCL

Coordinators 2005-2006, 22-25).

The HSCL Coordinators note thiue parents’ rooms ‘an integral part of the

life of the school’ (HSCL Coordinators 2005-2006, 28). The coordinag®s s
the parents’ room as a welcoming place where parents canaeth find
support, encouragement and reassurance from other members sohtu
community. Parents’ rooms also provide a venue for meetings, soanse
support programmes and may contain equipment such as a computer, printe

television, children’s toys and books/literature of interest terga.

The HSCL Coordinators state that the purpose of the inclusion of garent
pupils, teachers and community membergaticy formationis ‘to give all
parties a voice in what is contained in the policy, to draw ofifthexperience

of the school community, and to give a sense of ownership of th®/’'po

(HSCL Coordinators 2005-2006, 65). Examples of two case studiegatiingt
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the parental role in policy making, are provided. In the firgecstudy, a
substance misuse policy was developed. Having initially sgtersessions
where the issues were discussed, parents, staff menpgds and the
coordinator attended a seminar organized by a City Partnership darsigs
abuse. The information gathered was taken to a Local Committees there
were experts with specific knowledge of substance misuseviod this, ‘a
comprehensive policy was developed that reflected the viewsesaus of all
parties’ (HSCL Coordinators 2005-2006, 66). The policy was then approved by
the Board of Management. In the next school year, staff mesnpupils and
parents monitored the policy. The school linked with a mental health
association and pupils, parents and members of staff attended rsenima
HSCL Coordinators conclude: ‘The continuous sharing of information with
relevant groups ... ensured that the policy was a living documéime ischool,
providing continuing support to all parties’ (HSCL Coordinators 2005-2006,

66).

The second case study looks at the development of an attendange Awlic
invitation was issued to all parents of children in the schmabke part. To
ensure the inclusion of the most marginalized parents, the coarmdinsited
homes to discuss the issue and personally invite parents. Congspar¢he
school, i.e., parents who were already very involved withstieol, asked
other parents to attend. The policy was developed over two one-lssimrse

at a time that suited parents. The first session dedit the cause of poor
attendance. Parents worked in groups on the issues ‘in order to suggort e

other more and to ensure the inclusion of the most margsdatiarents’
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(p. 67). Parents were impressed during the sessions by the nrawiech the
teachers listened to them and, when the teachers respomeedastounded at
how much a child can miss in one day’ (p. 67). At the end of thesession,
the Education Welfare Officer spoke about the Education Act and its
implications for parents and teachers. At the second sefisgoparents looked
at issues relating to home and the teachers considered schesl iksceptable
absences were identified. The policy contained strategiesiniproving
attendance and for highlighting good attendance. A structuredmsystes
established for monitoring attendance. As a result, attenddigcees
improved, especially for those families with serious attereldssues. The
coordinators conclude that ‘this led to improved performance in theobc

(HSCL Coordinators 2005-2006).

2.4.2.1.3 Other research projects

Four studies will be presented in this section. The final twobe presented

with in-depth analysis and the first two in less detalil.

A study by Moroney (1995)Evaluating a Home/School Partnership in a
Deprived Areawas carried out in a second-level school and is included here
because it uses an action research approach, as does the prepmmit
Moroney (1995, 12) contends that ‘the desire to achieve equality chteuhed
opportunity calls for partnership in education and the developmentuofises

and strategies to empower parents to become active parthersndy (1995)
states that an action research approach was used. This cppnealved

diagnosing a problem and putting action in place based on this diagnaisg. U
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data on attendance, attainment, homework and behaviour from thatstirde
two classes, one class of above average ability and onegbtiyslbelow
average ability, Moroney (1995, 57) diagnosed the problem, whiclstates,
was ‘that there was a relationship between the acadendessjdbehaviour and
the social adjustment of students and the support received from goarent
Moroney (1995) notes that, in the above-average class, parents had 90%
records of attending induction and parent-teacher meetings while below-
average class, parents had 50% records of attendance. A anttgsis of the
below-average class showed that the twelve most successfients in the
class had parents with good attendance records. The action wdscputvin
place was based on the hypothesis that, if the school couldncdymarents to
give more support to their children, the children would be betliiseed and
more successful, that all parents were not aware of the iameerof their role

in the home/school partnership and that, if parents were thigahtormation
and understand it, ‘they would then support their children’ (Moroney 1995, 57).
The action involved improving induction methods for incoming First-¥ear
and their parents in the new school year and the induction meetimgsnade

a compulsory part of enrolment. A record of the parents who attehddutst
induction meeting shows that 96% of parents of Band 1 (highest adhievin
students) attended while only 50% of parents of Band 4 students atténded.
the meeting, parents made a number of ‘sensible suggestioosir{y 1995,
58), e.g., the organization of parent/tutor meetings earlyarsthool year and
the introduction of a school track suit. These suggestions ‘were yuaién

up by the school in order to emphasize to parents that their viewsveleied’

(Moroney 1995, 58). Moroney (1995, xiii) concludes that the new induction
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programme ‘did not effect any measured change in attendandemeita or
behaviour but that there was an increase in attendance at /{eaemer
meetings as a result. She also reports that the new inductigraprme was

well received by parents and found to be helpful by parentstudents.

The action undertaken in Moroney’s (1995) project was successfbhinitt
increased parent attendance at parent/teacher meetings amneivaeceived
by parents and students. The study highlights the difficulty of invglsome
parents in school and acknowledges the difficulty these parepthava. As
Moroney (1995, xiii) notes: ‘Some parents revealed that gesisonal and
family difficulties prevented them from giving their childrehe support

expected by the school.’

A study by O’Gara (2005)Perspectives on Consultation with Parents in the
Development of the School Plarxamined ‘current practice regarding
consultation in school development planning, in a sample of schawis,tifre
perspective of the principal, members of the Board of Managgerteachers
and representatives of the Parents’ Association or parents rehactvely
involved in the school’ (O’Gara 2005, 21). This study is included becass

part of the present action research, parents participagsalicy formation.

Three hypotheses were central to O’Gara’s study. The fipsithgsis was:

There is a difference between the aspiration of partnershipein th
development of school policies as espoused in education legislation and
Department of Education and Science circular letters, pglitgelines

and publications and the process by which parents are currently
consulted in school development planning.

(O’Gara 2005, 21)
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The second hypothesis was:
Partnership with parents remains a relatively new concept fadBaé
Management, principals, teachers and parents themselves.
(O’Gara 2005, 21)
The third hypothesis was:
Support is required to encourage school communities to develop from
an acceptance of parental representation on The Board of Magtgem
and the establishment of a Parents’ Association to more acbtnta
diverse, participatory partnership which should involve parents in a
central way in the school development planning process.
(O’Gara 2005, 21)
The schools chosen for participation in the research were fodg-schools in
the district covered by a DES inspector (i.e., the resegtchhe research had
both quantitative and qualitative components. The quantitative component
comprised a questionnaire which principals of the schools wered dske
complete. The qualitative component comprised case studiesch ddiia was
elicited from Board of Management members, Parents’ Adsatia
representatives or parents who were actively involved in ¢heods and the
teachers. The data acquired was analysed under six themess. Waee: (1)
engagement with school development planning; (2) purpose for involving
parents in school development planning; (3) process of involving pairent
school development planning; (4) consultation with parents with respec
specific policy areas; (5) structures — Board of Managemeatrents’

Association; and (6) relationships — facilitating or inhibiting datin school

development planning.



With regard to the first hypothesis (above), O'Gara (2005, 38@ssthat DES
publications and circulars on school development planning are very genéra
do not provide clear direction on how partnerships are to be manatpedlat
level. The study provides evidence of significant progressgbeiade in the
area of schools involving parents, teachers, Boards of Manageamel
Parents’ Associations in policy formation. However, ‘the etlangartners do
not have a clear picture of what a school plan should encompadsagad
minimal knowledge of requirements for consultation, review arallation of
the school plan’ (O’'Gara 2005, 301). O’'Gara found that the firpotmesis
(above) was substantiated, i.e., that there is a differert@een the DES
aspiration of partnership in the development of school policiespsused by

legislation and documents and the actual parental consulpaboasses.

Concerning the second hypothesis (above), O’Gara’s study found animgreas
awareness of the importance of including the perspective oénisar
particularly in organizational policies and policies in the areasafial,
personal and health education. The study found that school communitags are
different stages with regard to parental engagement in schaulipda The
second hypothesis, that partnership with parents remains avellatiew
concept for Boards of Management, principals, teachers and parents

themselves, was proved correct by the study.

In relation to the third hypothesis (above), O'Gara’s study found ehel

group of education partners, viz., principals, Board of Managementbers,

parents and teachers, indicated the need for support and trainimgarea of
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education and the law and that they lack knowledge of DESlairtetters and
documents that provide guidance on the process of school development
planning. The third hypothesis, that support is required to encoucagels
communities to develop from an acceptance of parental representatithe
Board of Management and the establishment of a Parents’ Assod¢@mimore
accountable, diverse, participatory partnership which should inypaikents in

a central way in the school development planning process, s@as@bported

by the study findings.

A study by Hanafin and Lynch (2002)Peripheral Voices: Parental
Involvement, Social Class, and Educational Disadvantagéhe first of two
studies presented in this dissertation that had been carriéa et school in

which the present project is set. This study was conductibe ilate 1990s.

Hanafin and Lynch (2002) do not define educational disadvantage. They do,
however, give the reader a sense of the background of the poputatibred,
stating that the school is located in a large urban area imdieTdis area had,

at the time of the study, high unemployment, high levels afyeschool
leaving, dependence on the welfare system and low levekdu¢ational

participation (Hanafin and Lynch 2002, 38).

The following is a summary of the material presented by Harafd Lynch
(2002, 35-38) as an introduction to their study, which gives a sentwee of

theoretical framework for the study.



Though much contemporary literature on parental involvement imples
undifferentiated parental voice, parental involvement in schoals two
separate strands with two separate rationales, viegveritions directed at
working-class parents and more general involvement, directelll parants.
With regard to the first type of involvement, government iniés, e.g., the
HSCL Schemekarly Startand the Early School-Leaving Initiative, have been
directed at families rather than schools and have been dewiddathplemented
without consultation with working-class parents. The school is notierdnas
a reason for educational failure. Concerning the second type of/émeht,
parents are treated as a homogeneous group and the involvemkssisdcin
that it is mainly middle-class parents that are involvedwsitle (Hanafin and

Lynch 2002).

The study population consisted of twenty-one parents of pupils in Senior
Infants (i.e., the second year of primary school) and FifthsC{as., the
seventh of eight years of primary school). While the titlthefarticle suggests
that the parents in the study were ‘peripheral,’ classheramf these parents’
children suggested that the parents involved were eitheréegteat’ or ‘very
interested’ in their children’s schooling. This casts some doubd ashether

the parents were, in reality, ‘peripheral.” Hanafin and Lynch (2882 pelieve

that ‘at least some of the participating parents reptasere peripheral voices

in that they saw this research as a rare opportunity to exyreissfeelings

about the school.’
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The strategies used in the study were as follows: Parerai ohildren in
Senior Infants and Fifth Class were invited to participat¢he research via
notes sent home with the children. Two hundred and twenty-two ivigati
were issued; thirty-five parents expressed an interestandatiy meetings and
twenty-one parents actually attended. Three rounds of meetingsheter for
three groups of these parents and an informal group interview appreach w
used. Following a brainstorming session, under the general heading
‘education,” at the first meeting, the agenda was createdhe parents
themselves for the second meeting. The topics on the agendmdell three
headings suggested by the researchers, viz., issues witlilasseoom, issues
within the school and issues regarding home-school links. Parergsalg®
asked to consider two topics before the second meeting: Whetésteon?
What is education for? The third round of meetings provided an oppgrtanit

parents to consider the taped transcripts and amend if agcess

Hanafin and Lynch found that, while all of the parents acknowledged and
emphasized the importance of education, ‘parents’ views ceotreéhe role of

the school in the perpetuation of disadvantage within society’ (itaaad

Lynch 2002, 39) and they questioned the nature and purpose of the knowledge
transmitted by schools. The most important issue identified by panad a
general lack of consultation with current consultation practiceaneiée
‘inadequate and unsatisfactory’ (Hanafin and Lynch 2002, 40). In mel&io

the findings on parental involvement with class teachers, whéeparents

were sometimes positive about their involvement with the tescttbis

involvement was ‘much more commonly spoken about as inadequate,ldiffi
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off-putting, excluding and frightening’ (Hanafin and Lynch 2002, 41), though
parents acknowledged that large class sizes adverselyedffdre parent-

teacher relationship.

In relation to formal structures for decision-making, none & parents
interviewed was a member of the school Board of Managementhamirt

perception was that the board was controlled by the school principahaind
membership as a parent did not involve any opportunity to influerremlsc

policy’ (Hanafin and Lynch 2002, 42).

Two members of the Parents’ Council attended the first ofhitee meetings.
These two parents felt that their role as parent repres@statas limited and
that fundraising was their chief function on the Parents’ Council. ganent
expressed the view that Parents’ Council meetings wergyaldominated by

the principal with decisions already being made ‘no matter ahgbne says’
(Hanafin and Lynch 2002, 42). Long-serving parent representatives on
committees were viewed as sources of disempowerment. In apithe
reservations expressed, parents felt that having a Pa@migcil in the school

was worthwhile.

The Home/School/Community Liaison Scheme was viewed as ‘linnitets

contribution to the parent-teacher relationship, occupied as it tis tve

provision of courses for parents’ (Hanafin and Lynch 2002, 44).
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Hanafin and Lynch (2002, 43) believe that ‘parents are willing tocpzate
but are prevented from doing so in a meaningful way.” They conchale t
‘parents’ involvement in formal school structures is limitedund-raising and
associated activities’ and that parents consider this lefeinvolvement

unsatisfactory (Hanafin and Lynch 2002, 44).

In relation to decision-making at school level more generalnafin and
Lynch (2002, 44) tell us that ‘parental representation, involvermedtpower
in formal school structures was only one aspect of the parent-school
relationship discussed at meetings’ and that ‘a raft of othesidaesitaken at
school level’ left parents feeling ‘uninvolved, unrepresented ancepess.’
They state that these included decisions about school unifeahsol tours

and curricular and extra-curricular provision.

Parents felt that a heavy financial burden was placed an tbepurchase
school books and that a book rental scheme in the school would be desirable
They did not feel, however, that they could initiate such a seltbamselves
or cause such a scheme to be initiated. Hanafin and Lynch (200@b<gEr)ye
that ‘parents felt that if they questioned the lack of consultatitm negard to
these matters, or indeed with regard to any other aspect ofl scAnagement,

they were made to feel uncomfortable and unwelcome.’

In conclusion to the study, Hanafin and Lynch (2002, 38) state thatutg

does not claim ‘to present a homogeneous working-class parentabritw

suggest that such a view exists.” This study raises imporssoies. An
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undetermined percentage of parents in the school felt dissdtigfith the
nature and purpose of the knowledge transmitted by schools. This, o#,asurs
largely a matter outside of the control of individual schools esitite
curriculum is mandated by the Irish Government (Government o&nidel
1999). What is more worrying is the fact that an undeterminezeptage felt
that they were not consulted by the school and felt outside adidbision-
making process. This is a very interesting finding in view haf fact that
structures were in place for the parents’ voices to be heardthe Parents’
Council and parental representation on the Board of Managememeagtt
some of the parents in this study were of the opinion that Stasgures were
not operating efficiently in this respect. It is also discomg to note that
some parents saw communication with class teachers as ‘inseledjtfecult,
off-putting, excluding, and frightening’ (Hanafin and Lynch 2002, 41). W&at i
not discernible, given the small sample, is whether thenisa experiences
are representative of the parent body as a whole at theotithe study. Still,
the fact that even a small number of parents would expressgi¢hisis cause
for concern. Finally, the fact that some parents in thigdystsaw the
Home/School/Community Liaison Scheme as ‘limited in its contributaine
parent-teacher relationship’ and saw it as occupied with provizbogses for
parents, may mean that these parents had not had firselkpadence of the
scheme. This may mean that they were not amongst the enuwib
disadvantaged and marginalized parents in the school, becassw ithese
latter parents that the scheme is targeted. The dhatritte scheme is ‘limited

in its contribution’ cannot, therefore, be taken as a critidigcause the goals
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of HSCL (Chapter One, pp. 14-15) focus on supporting marginalized parent

(Conaty 2005-2006, 8).

Part of the present action research study’s remit is to fdgraiental meanings
of partnership and to discern parental experiences of parent-scho@rglair.
Hanafin and Lynch’s (2002) study will provide a useful frame ofresfee for

comparison purposes.

A study by Lannin (2005)A Reading Intervention Project in a School
Designated as Disadvantaged. A Study of the Effects on Parentspiencof

their Role in their Children’s Education and on Children’'s Reading
Achievement,is the second study presented in this dissertation that was
undertaken in the school in which the present project is set.iJlasvery
different kind of study from the previous one in that the viewsaoémts were
sought following an intervention project. The study focuses on tt@s/ention

and its outcomes. It therefore allows us to view parental pahipethrough

another lens and adds to our understanding of parent-school partnership.

The project sought to acknowledge and promote the role of the erdhé
primary educator and to engage parents as partners in developing the
children’s reading skills (Lannin 2005, 3). The study aimed to asessipact

of a reading intervention project in a school designated as disadeanton (a)
parents’ perception of their role in their children’s edwgt(b) the children’s
reading behaviour; and (c) the children’s reading attainment (Lannin 285,

This intervention project constituted the work undertaken in¢hed as part
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of the Bridging the GapProject (described in Chapter One, pp. 18-21) during

the 2004/2005 school year, i.e., the fourth year oBiligging the GagProject.

Lannin (2005, 4) describes the area in which the school is situasedaaea in
which, traditionally, there is high unemployment, significantie@onomic
deprivation and a high rate of early school leaving. She points2606( 5)
that, while this area had shared in the economic boom of theopsedecade,
‘it may be argued that for non-skilled manual workers ... comparativ

disadvantage has, in fact, increased.’

In relation to the framework of the study, it has as its ddthe belief that
both competence in literacy and partnership with parents icaédo are key
to children’s educational success. The following is a brief samypmof Lannin’s

introduction to her study.

The socio-economic status of families impacts significawity children’s
educational participation and outcomes and has been shown to impact on
children’s reading achievement (e.g., Cosgrove, KellaghamleFand Morgan
2000, Weir 2001, Eivers, Shiel and Shortt 2004). Structures need to be put
place to facilitate parents to become part of the ettutairocess. This is
particularly true in the case of parents whose children mawtbesk of
educational disadvantage because parents’ socio-economic statusfett

how parents intervene in school on behalf of their children.
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With regard to literacy, while the literature is not innguete agreement
regarding positive outcomes resulting from parental involvememt (¢dannon
and Jackson 1987, Macleod 1996), there is strong evidence that, pahenés
were involved in literacy teaching, children benefited (Eiwdral. 2004, Potts

and Paull 1995, Topping and Whitely 1990, Weinberger 1996).

The project population consisted of sixty-eight children in thred Ei@sses
(i.e., the third year of primary school) and their parentso®@eéach stage of
the project, meetings were held with parents, class teader principal and
the project coordinator, i.e., the researcher of that sfdsental involvement
in the project was invited at these meetings and, subsequanttter to each

parent.

The reading intervention project consisted of four separate stramms,
storybook reading, paired reading, teaching literacy through infamati
technology and story-writing. Parental involvement was a key coempanf

the first three strands.

The project began in September 2004 with a six-week parental invehte
programme of storybook reading, where parents read to the childremitial
six-week session was followed by a further six-week session r&dpegading,

with parents and older children reading with the younger childreing us
structured readers. For the third strand of the project, diteveas taught
through information technology. Parents worked with children on computers

in the school computer room for thirty minutes a week for a sgknperiod.



Parents also read books based on the computer programme at home with the

children. Celebration was an important part of the project. liemmivere

invited to a graduation ceremony at the conclusion of the project

Children’s language development and reading progress were asssssgd
pre-tests and post-tests and children’s reading scores at pg}-te®re
compared with the scores of children in the same standard ihrée years
before the intervention began. Parents were surveyed by meaas
guestionnaire which sought information on the impact of the grapm
children’s interest in books and reading and on whether the profeetriced
the child’'s attitude to school. The questionnaire sought also torde&ethe
effects of the project on parents’ perceptions of their coemge and
confidence in helping their child learn to read. It sought tobéska the
influence of the project on parents’ knowledge of suitable book$éar child,
their knowledge of the school system, their perception of thedr iroltheir
child’s education, their attitude to school and their perceptiohefthool’s
attitude to parents as partners in the education systemsesii-structured
interviews were conducted. These looked for parents’ views oprdfect and
on the benefits accruing to the child as a result, on their eveh df enjoyment
when participating and on various aspects of parental partpehsttimay have
benefited from the project. The interviewees were also askeatvice when

planning future projects.

The project resulted in increases in the children’s scores forldwoguage and

reading. The children’s average standard score on the DrumcondraryP
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Reading Test (Educational Research Centre 1995) was 99.62 atspiost-te
compared with an average of 96.99 for children in First Classiischool in

the three years prior to the introduction of the reading project (19991).20
Parents who took part in the project indicated that, as a kspérticipating,

they knew more about both how to help their child’s reading and what was
happening in the school, that they could play a bigger part tharopséyiin

their child’s education and that they felt they weretedas partners.

Lannin (2005, 113) notes that the parents involved in the project foerthe
most part, the less marginalized parents. She statesatstnt efforts were
made to encourage the more marginalized parents to becomeeheoid that

they occasionally did, usually in response to pressure fromcthitdren.

Lannin’s (2005) study provides a very practical model for the ptesaion

research. Lessons taken from it for the action research intledenportance
of the centrality of the child and the fact that parents arevateti to be
involved for time-limited practical activities. Lannin’s studyso serves to
remind the researcher of the extra effort required to geginaized parents

involved.

2.4.2.2 International studies

A vast body of international research exists on parent-schaolepship but it
is difficult to source studies that describe partnership pJptdivities.
Descriptions of six parent involvement initiatives will now besganted,

followed by one in-depth description of a study (Comer 1991). Not every



aspect of the first six initiatives will be of immediaand practical relevance to
the present project but they will illustrate for the reates breadth of
initiatives which come under the heading of parent-school pahnipeaad they

will provide, together with the Irish initiatives describeéle broader picture
into which the present project is set. The first two inited took place in the
UK and are examples of large-scale, long-term initiativeglemented and
funded by the government and local authorities. The second two are &§ bas
and are part of the League of Schools Reaching Out, ‘a natiebabnk
designed to increase parent and community involvement in public schools’
(Davies 1990). The final two initiatives are action redeagrojects
implemented in Australian schools. While the first four initiesiall cater for
disadvantaged populations, the final two do not and are includeddeecas

action research projects, they have particular relevarite foresent project.

2.4.2.2.1 Two UK initiatives

Wolfendale (1996) describes the first initiative, i.&he Contribution of
Parents to Children’s Achievement in School: Policy and Practicehé t
London Borough of NewhanThis was a parent partnership strategy in the
Borough of Newham in London’s east end, an area with an ethnicallgséive
population characterized by deprivation, as indicated by low income,
unemployment, debt, poor housing, homelessness and poor health.
Wolfendale’s (1996) description will show how much importance is acdorde
by policy-makers to parent-school partnership as a strategyddoess
educational disadvantage. Wolfendale (1996) states that inifagiveh as the

one she describes are influenced by and, in turn, influence ganeotaement
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at national level and are also in response to legislation. Eméh&im Council
and the Newham Education Department have made ‘strenuous atternet
the years to combat disadvantageous circumstances on belialfcbfldren
(Wolfendale 1996, 84). Wolfendale notes that various policies wemneufated
during the 1980s includinBarents as Partners in Educatiofhe latter policy
was ratified in 1993 and was the culmination of a numbeepfdevelopments
during the previous decade. The first of these wasGbag Community
document (Community Education in Newham 1985). The Council's
commitment to equal opportunities was crucial to this documentchwhi
contained a strategy for community education (Wolfendale 1996Pat¢ntal
involvement in school was key and activities included the providigrarents’

rooms, participation by parents in reading, and fostering smmeol liaison.

In 1987, Newham Council and the Local Education Authority (hereinafter
LEA) commissioned an independent inquiry to identify factors awham
‘which acted as a barrier to achievement’ (Wolfendale 1996, B®&).report
which was issued covered twelve areas, one being ‘parents laoalsst The
report found some excellent practice in the area of home-school lintks a
identified areas where improvement was needed. It recommématettie LEA
should foster home-school communication at all levels and that hdmets

work should be accorded greater importance (Wolfendale 1996, 86).

Running concurrently with the inquiry was the formation of an istegeoup

which was concerned with ‘fostering closer and more effectiveehsrhool

relationships’ (Wolfendale 1996, 86). Resulting from the work ofdhesip, a
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series of information leaflets for parents on educationalemsattas produced,
a parents’ conference was held in a school and a written plicgarents in

partnership’ was formulated.

In 1993, the working group was re-formed and, in 1994, became biuesk
and more representative of parents and the community. The ra@ggtgroup
undertook a survey to establish a data-base of parental involveandnt

produced an action guide for schools.

Financial support was received from various sources and Wolferidzdé)(
singles out and describes one funded initiative, the City Challdogen for
Achievement Project which focused on primary/special schools asséries
in the area. The project had targets designed to improve paeitigation
and pupil outcomes over a five-year period, 1993-1998. At the end ofghe fi
year, a significant number of targets had been reached.videnee provided
by Wolfendale (1996, 90) centres on parental outcomes, e.g., pdadetap
of activities, increased knowledge by parents of school routinegreader

parental understanding of the parent-teacher and parent-elhilibnship.

Wolfendale (1996, 91) contends that ‘educational under-achievement by
Newham'’s pupils has been persistent and a model of affirmatiee/éntion
involving parents has been needed to offset this.” Howeverdisappointing

to learn that, in spite of evidence of sustained efforts and ph@ritomes in

the area of home/school partnership during the 1985-1993 period, there does

not seem to be concomitant evidence regarding an improvement in student
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outcomes. Wolfendale does not provide figures specific to Newharciting
authors, e.g., Smith and Noble (1995), tells us that the in&gqeain
educational performance were as marked in the mid 1990s as theynvihe
1960s. Wolfendale (1996, 92) is not, in spite of this, pessinaaticstates that
the Borough of Newham’s range of policies denote a culture in which the
have been genuine attempts to power-share by, for example, enegurag
people to stand as parent governors, by having strong parenedeneation

on Key Council Committees and by working with the Newham Parentgr&€e
on many educational and community initiatives. Maybe student ousctroma
such an initiative take a long time, even a generation, tofesaniVe can take
comfort from Wolfendale’s (1996, 93) words: ‘The Newham schools’
guestionnaire returns and the case studies in the Action Goid8chools
(1995) provide eloquent testimony that, within Newham, there arg/riorms

of empowerment, and the parental contribution is as educator, comsulta

consumer, learner.’

This study shows that the variety of roles parents were alldwelay led to
different forms of empowerment. This is an important lessonhferpresent

project.

The second UK initiative presented in this dissertation is destiy Houston
and entitledHome-school projects: influencing long-term changdouston
(1996) describes the Home School Employment Partnership (hereinafter
HSEP), set up in 1991, following consultation with schools and community

representatives, in Ferguslea Park, Paisley, Scottandrea of severe urban
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deprivation. A multidisciplinary team, including teachers andial workers,
began working on the project, the aim of which was ‘to improwe th
educational attainment of young people from the area by improving
relationships between home and school and to support young peoplagenteri
further education, employment or training’ (Houston 1996, 97). The HSEP
team worked with three secondary schools, seven primary schoditzuade-

five educational establishments, as well as linking with fochiosls for
children with special educational needs. A key issue of thegrahip was to
influence long-term and lasting change and, in this regard, a eruofb
operating principles were developed. Amongst these principlese wer
discouragement of dependency of parents and schools on the projects,
collaboration on group work and pilot projects to enable the sharing
knowledge, skills and expertise and continuous evaluation. The iRBarme
received seven years of funding by the British Government's Urban
Programme. This facilitated a continuity of staff and the oppdytamidevelop

a long-term strategy allowing for the gradual transferringskills and

responsibilities between project, schools and parents (Houston (896,

Houston (1996, 100) outlines the activities planned by the Partnerstepdbr

of the seven years, starting with the building of relationshipsretworks and
working through the identification of common issues and strateges,
formulation of joint policy documents, home visiting and staff dgwelent to

the point where withdrawal could begin from direct provision anduatahn
could take place. Houston (1996, 102) expresses difficulty with the

practicalities of evaluating ‘collaboration and partnership.’ Skees that
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continuous evaluation took place. At the early stages of thecprgjatistics

were gathered on the numbers, purpose and outcome of home visits, on the
number of pupil interviews and the destinations of school leavergte@ya

and annual reports were produced and data was collected usingeinggrvi
evaluation workshops and questionnaires. Houston (1996, 104) states: ‘HSEP
are always careful about making grand claims about improvemeany
particular area of home-school work because to do that would be tatdeny
valuable contribution of other partners.’” Unfortunately, Houston (188Kes

no claims, grand or otherwise, and does not provide any information on the
outcomes of the evaluation. Still, the project is interestmgerms of its
philosophy and good practice. From a philosophical viewpoint, effecting
change, discouraging dependency and encouraging collaboration acetlayl w
concepts. From the point of view of good practice, any aspirio@girwould

do well to emulate the HSEP by building relationships, sharing laugel and

skills, identifying common issues and strategies and formglgwlicies.

24222 Two US initiatives

The first US initiative,Building New Parent-Teacher Partnerships: Teacher
Researcher Teams Stimulate Reflectitn,described by Krasnow (1990).
Davies (1990), Krasnow (1990) and Burch (1993) all write of Slebools
Reaching OufProject in the US. Davies (1990, 72) describes the Praget
national network designed to increase parent and community invehiem
public schools.” Davies (1990) sees such involvement resultingbireak in
the link between poverty and school failure. Thirty-seven schooisnger

nineteen urban school districts across the United States electesl by the
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Institute for Responsive Education, based at Boston Universipgrtipate in

the Project.

Krasnow (1990) describes one element of the Project, vizydhnke of two
teacher researcher teams. Four volunteer teachers in eaah sthools served
on each team and helped research staff attitudes to parentakemeuoit. The
two schools were located in urban areas serving low-incomdidarand low-
achieving students. Neither school had a ‘close family-schdatiaeship’
(Krasnow 1990, 26) prior to the project. According to Krasnow (1990¥, staf
interviews in both schools reflected the ambiguity teacheet tewards
parental involvement. While teachers have high hopes about the possibl
benefits accruing for children from parental involvement, theso diave
concerns about parents being in the school and classrooms. Almobttadl
teachers expressed a wish that the parents would read moréeuitbhildren
and, as a result, the researchers in one school designadirgraavolvement
programme for parents. Krasnow (1990) provides qualitative eviddéate
parents engaged with the programme but we are not told if the pnogra
resulted in increased reading scores. There is no evidence prthadarents
had any part in devising the programme or that they were consuley way

as to its implementation. This is not to detract from thegrity of the project
which, after all, had ‘schools reaching out’ as its philosophy anddaidhave

partnership development as an explicit stated aim.

Circles of Change: Action Research on Family-School-Community

Partnershipsthe second US initiative, is described Byrch (1993). This was
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a parent-teacher action research project, also part &dheols Reaching Out
Project, that set out to improve family/school/community partnerdtiis was

a multi-site collaborative action research project involvingheischools.
Teams in each school, including parents, teachers and som#tengsncipal
and students, collaborated to design, implement and improve pannérghi
teams documented the progress of the action and, based onfdhisation,
made programmatic changes. It seems clear from Burch’sigtestrthat
parents played an important role on the team. She describesrthef one of
the teams, in the Atenville Elementary School, situatedaimural area.
Members of the school community were displeased by a distaisidn to
change the status of the school from an elementary to a nsiclit®l, due to
declining enrolment and felt that the decision had been taken without
considering the needs of the children and parents. Burch (1993, 1Epeesc
how the team in that school designed a parent involvement pnograwhich
included a parents’ centre and after-school programme asisvatitivities that
extended into ‘the geographically dispersed community’ and honatiosi
by parents. Having overcome initial difficulties, e.g., paéstorming out of
action research team meetings protesting that teachersusiage terms they
could not understand’ (Burch 1993, 15), the team members succeeded in
collaborating to administer and analyse questionnaires and compilelipertf
on families’ needs. Using this data, parents and teacheressiuity lobbied
the school board and persuaded it to reverse its decision to chargjattls of

the school.



Burch (1993, 12) holds that such internal action is more effectave ‘thp-
down reforms’ where the agenda is externally set and which rasumlinimal

change.

2.4.2.2.3 Two Australian action research projects

In this section, two Australian action research projectsbeilpresented. What
we need to note in looking at these projects is not so much wiah &bk

place as the process involved in the projects.

The first Australian action research proje®arents as Partners for
Educational Change: The Ashgrove Healthy School Environment Rragect
described byDavis and Cooke (1998). This project took place in an inner-
Brisbane primary school which bears a striking resemblanceetsadhool in
which the present project takes place. Both are inner citypote with
approximately the same number of pupils and teachers, and both have a
tradition of excellence in music. Even the school buildings soimiths It is

not apparent, however, from the description whether the Brisludwoelshas a
disadvantaged population. The project was initiated by two motbeeswith

an interest in environmental education, the other with an int@rekealth
education, who viewed participatory action research not justnasaas to an
end but as a way of empowering adults and children. The projedtautve-

step process, described by the authors as ‘inclusive and adeelgcratic’
(Davis and Cooke 1998, 64) , which involved (1) the creation of a healthy
vision for the school; (2) the selection of priority issues; (3)déneslopment of

an action plan; (4) putting the plan into action; and (5) evaluatiorfuaoce
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planning. At the end of the phase of the project described big Bad Cooke
(1998), the action put in place included the development of a sun pafiety
and the development of a new playground, both areas which had bee

identified as priority issues.

A salient feature of this project was how the researchershsbnignvolve as
many members of the school community as possible at every stathpe
project. At the initial information-gathering stage, they infdiynaonsulted

with teachers, parents, children and other relevant people eins¢hool
community and communicated key points through the school newsletter.
‘Visioning’ workshops were held to elicit a shared vision and fesibnd
teachers were surveyed using questionnaires. Davis and Cooke (1998, 68)
contend that having a shared vision ‘meant that individual diffesenc
viewpoints were able to be transcended and a sense of communityrkaig
together for common goals, became apparent.’” Collaboration and good
communication are apparent at every stage of the project and,itndene to
putting the plans into action, the ‘dynamic partnerships’ cdeaeabled an
impressive range of results to be achieved by the school’ §ad Cooke

1998, 69).

The project was not all plain sailing. When the two parBrasapproached the
school principal with the idea, he referred them on to #rerRs’ and Citizens’
Association. It is interesting to note that a letter to #ssociation describing
the potential benefits of working towards a healthy school diciteresponse

until a connection was made between the healthy school procesiseaneed



to develop a playground. The authors (Davis and Cooke 1998, 69) alsmrefer t
the stress involved in moving the project forward and of the mvégat
experienced when things did not seem to be moving fast enough. Huoey al
express disappointment in the amount of child participation in thecpragean
active goal was to include the participation of children ieating positive
change. While some progress was made in this area, thectessawould
have wished for more and planned to focus on working with teachers in the

future to enable greater participation by children.

Davis and Cooke (1998) share a number of reflections on the projeatisyith
They consider that the ‘inclusive, holistic approach’ of the ptogsulted, not

just in change, but in the way the school community carries ongeh@avis

and Cooke 1998, 72). The development of a sense of co-operative coypnmunit
resulted in open trust where ‘people see each other as aliies than as
competitors’ (Davis and Cooke 1998, 73). As a result of the projact
paradigm shift in thinking’ occurred and relationships, following thgjegt,

were ‘non-hierarchical, participatory and inclusive’ (Davis &abke 1998,

79).

Davis and Cooke (1998, 80-81) have advice for those implementing
participatory action research projects. In their words:

Effective communication is fundamental.

Creating a shared vision is an essential component.

Change can come from any part of an organization.

Adults need ‘empowering’ so that they can become modetbéarchildren.
Criticism and conflict are to be expected and can be seen iasliaator that
paradigm shift is under way.

Changes do not come quickly.

14C



Community development aspects are likely to be stronger wisents are
driving the process.

The project doesn’t happen by itself.

The second Australian proje@&ridges and broken fingernajlss described by
McKibbin, Cooper, Blanche, Dougall, Granzien and Greer-Richardsag8].
This project took place in an Australian high school of approximatdl§01,
students and 800 parent sets. Though the present project is set Iinaay pri

school, it is interesting to look at the Australian projedt dkistrates many of

the difficulties inherent in the parental involvement process.

The project is set against a background of the Queensland Depadfment
Education policy to increase parent and wider community partioipati
education. In 1992, having decided to develop a senior school curriculum
framework to review and renew its teaching, the school approadBesbane-
based university for support. As a result, a collaborative anogre developed,
including several projects, one of which centred on parents and liel sc
community (McKibbin et al. 1998, 90). At this stage, the school had not
developed structures to meet the Department of Education geislelin
concerning parent participation in decision-making. In working viiéhstchool

and the parents, the university adopted a participatory actiearobsapproach.

A project coordinator, a parent in the school, planned and organized.events
Parental involvement began with an initial parents’ surveylitit @arents’
perceptions of the school and their participatory role in the schbelsurvey,
which had a 50% return rate, showed the areas in which the majopi&yents

wished to be involved, showed that 93% agreed that a good home-school
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partnership was essential and that, while 62% wanted more invamner®%

had had no involvement.

The project proceeded through a series of meetings betwearntspasehool
staff and university researchers, at which key issues raexed and prioritized
and action plans were decided upon. Some meetings were attgndfitials
from the Queensland Department of Education and the Queensland Céuncil o
Parents’ and Citizens’ Association. Improving communication and the
establishment of a parent meeting place were two importaas atentified for
action. Issues, described below, emerged as the project gsedreThe
involved parents finally decided that the most acceptabletwdoe involved
was through formal structures and, since many of them felt enaloleal with
these structures, they decided to organize and attend parent workshegsat
informing and upskilling parents in decision-making processes. sktasegy
proved successful and parents on the executive of the Parent€iteahs’
Committee (P&C) were appointed to various management commitigas
the school. Parents also began to participate in other asggestthool life, e.g.,
attending and representing their views at conferences. The a(Muk#bin
et al. 1998, 105) note that the parents had progressed, duringettod thie
project, from Epstein’s Levels 2 and 3 involvement to part ofsing to Level
5. (See pp. 96-98, present dissertation, for description of Efssigypology).
They also note five issues that they felt needed to be elaebdarpon in relation
to parent-school relationships (McKibbin et al. 1998, 105-110). Thes€1gr
the issue of the involvement of the uninvolved; (2) the facttti@tP&C was

the only arena in which parents could formally participate; (3)aib@arent
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inconsistency between the type of parental involvement advodstethe
Education Department and wished for by parents and the school’'saesdd
accommodate this type of involvement; (4) the fact thagrgarwere perceived
to have no status unless they fitted into ‘appropriate’ roles(3nithe issue of
parents’ personal growth. The authors contend that the latteredauinen the

parents decided to change in order to take part in the feohaol structures.

A number of themes emerged as the project developed.

Poor parental attendance was an issue. From an original coliortygbarents
who indicated an interest in further discussing the issues emgeirgm the
parent survey, only five became involved consistently. We tiote poor
attendance at meetings, e.g., at one meeting, just twotpaaad no school

staff member attended.

Some of the parents felt alienated from the school. One motied shat ‘the
school felt closed’ (McKibbin et al. 1998, 92). Another described¢hed as
follows: ‘It was that foreign country with the culture | didn't unstand’

(McKibbin et al. 1998, 94).

During the course of the project, parents experienced negdtigity some

staff members when they were attempting to set up a paressirce area, to
organize a social event and to set up sub-committees of the P8&€.parent
spoke of negative body language being more powerful than words, another at

being ‘blocked at every turn’ (McKibbin et al. 1998, 102).
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Parents had difficulty in engaging in formal school decision-ngakiructures.
By contrast, when a meeting was held in the home of a paeestyone felt
comfortable in talking freely about the issues concerning them lively,

relaxed way’ (McKibbin et al. 1998, 97). The parent who spoke tivesds
later referred to the difficulty of imparting the same issaeformal settings

such as P&C meetings and school forums.

2.4.2.2.4 The Yale Child Study Centre School Intervention

The Yale Child Study Centre School Intervention (Comer 1991) was dewaduc
over three decades, starting in the 1960s. This is a key, stiiodyen because
of its innovative development of a theoretical frameworkpantnership with

parents.

Comer (1991) does not define disadvantage. He describes the pdreritok

part in the intervention as intelligent but marginalized, livimgiside the
mainstream of society. Some of them had negative experighschool, had

been poorly educated and as a result could not get high-paying, prestigious
employment. In Comer’s view, these conditions had contributedanalyf
stress and hopelessness, as well as ambivalence about ¥¢hib®ithe parents

had hope for their children, they sensed that the school system fabahém.

These people also experienced racism, which, in Comer’s prewented them

from getting well-paid employment. Comer states that masg &lt that
society blamed them for their under-education and that of thédrem He

further contends that, in 1968, when the project began, distmger and
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alienation prevented the school and parents from working togethleelpo

children succeed.

Comer points out that many of the parents and grandparents had attended
school in one of eight states in which four to eight times ahmuaney was
spent on the education of a white child as on that of an Africarriéamechild,
and that the disparity was up to twenty-five times greatgpredominantly

African-American areas.

The project was ‘designed to develop a research-based thddirgtcawork

for understanding poorly functioning schools and then to work with parents and
school people to improve school functioning and outcomes’ (Comer 1991,
183). During the first part of the project, the theoreticamBaork was
developed. The following is a summary of the framework (Cdried):

Children are born into a social network, with parents transmittiag/alues of

the community to their families. As parents care for thehildren, an
emotional bond develops. Parents help their children grow along the
developmental pathways critical for academic achievem&his in turn
enables children to participate in the life of the school. Schitadl can then
support the children, and a further bond develops. Children of pdreing
outside the mainstream are developed along different criethiways. The
skills needed for survival in their own communities often get th@mtrouble

in school. The attempts of school staff to control behaviour leadsttaggle.

This ultimately leads to school failure for the children, amelings of anger

and alienation for the parents. The crucial aspect of thmeefnark is the
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assertion that ‘self-affirmation of the child comes momrirhome than from
school’ (Comer 1991, 186). Peer and community pressure in areasnoft@c
and social stress often support problem behaviour, so parents musthool

staff in visibly promoting good behaviour.

The project started work with two New Haven schools. The school pmpula

was 99% African-American, with a high degree of poverty. Thedwahools in

which the work began were ranked the lowest academicallinity with the

worst attendance and behaviour problems. One school was dropped by the
project after five years because of policy disagreementsadt replaced by

another school with a similar profile.

Comer (1991) states that many parents were from the rural sioatimany of
the staff were from small towns and that both parents andretaémbered a
time when school was a natural part of the community, when theréautof

parents was transferred directly to the school through the ititerad parents
and staff in the community. There was a sense that this kiadtbority had

something to do with the ability of children to do well @hsol.

Teamwork was at the core of the Yale School Intervention Prdjeetproject
was initiated by a psychologist, social worker, special gthrcaeacher and
Comer himself, who is a psychiatrist. By degrees they build tgam which
embraced all the key stakeholders in the school, and devisenawoak
(described above) on which to build action. They proceeded to dendtzgsts

based on the framework, and put these into practice in the two scAtas
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the action centred around mutual understanding and participation inodecisi

making.

The project began in the two schools in 1968. Comer sets it in thextoh
the time, directly after the assassination of Dr. Maltither King. The initial
strategy used wadsstening to parentsThe first angry encounter with parents
led to the setting-up of a school-based Governance Team, consigbaggpfs,
teachers, administrators and professional support staff. Evgntoah-
professional support staff as well as middle and high school students

added to the team.

The building of trust and collaboration is a recurring theme througheut t
description of this project. The initiating team (psychologssicial worker,
special education teacher and psychiatrist) shared their ideashilof
development with school staff. All of these professionals fdrraeMental
Health Team, rather than working individually. A Parent Programvas
established to support the social programme of the school. Asu#t of the
work of the Mental Health Team and the Parent Programme, behaviour
problems began to decline and parents’ feelings of anger andtialebhagan

to subside. Very crucially, parents began to share experiehaesrnabled
school people to understand the racial struggle which formed the b#ss®
feelings. As the Governance Team, the Mental Health Taaenthe Parent
Programme worked together to reduce behaviour problems, a comrspinity
began to develop and a theoretical basis for understanding schoolary tbeg

emerge.



A nine-component programme was designed, based on the theoretical

framework. This programme had three stated aims:

1) To bring parents and school staff together and create a community
within the school
2) To provide the staff with the knowledge, skills and sensitivity to
apply child development and relationship principles in their work
with children and parents
3) To create the organization and management structures that would
allow parents, staff and students to interact in a co-dperat
collaborative way
The nine programme components consisted of three mechanisms, three
operations and three guidelines. The three mechanisms we@oteenance
and Management Team, the Mental Health or Social Support Teama a
Parent Programme. The three operations were a compreheackivel plan
with social and academic goals, a staff development prograrelated to
these goals, and goal assessment and programme adjustmenthrdée t
guidelines were a ‘no fault’ policy, decision-making by consensus,‘rand
paralysis’ of the team leader or principal when action ne¢dele taken.
Comer claims that these mechanisms, operations and guidelinagedhthe
organization and management of a school ‘from an authoritariamyrdfieral

approach to a participatory, collaborative one’ (Comer 1991, 186).

Comer does not describe the methods used to evaluate the [foiedets the

impression that great use was made of ‘trial and error’ (€d9@1, 186). In
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fact, this is the way the project worked, and though not explsi#ied, it falls
into the category of action research (Chapter Three, pp. 171-183), ighich
evaluated on an ongoing basis, with the findings used to ¢heateext step of
the plan. To help the team do this, use was made of an opernaiittedeGoal
Assessment and Programme Adjustment’ (Comer 1991, 186). Thstis
described, but the meaning conveyed by its title ties ih #ie concept of
action research. This project reads like a description of aifigifdocess, with
one block, having been evaluated (with no clear description of theatieoal)

leading to the creation of the next block.

There are some hard facts presented to illustrate tlheessiof the project.
These take the form of school achievements, examinationamatkeattendance

records. These will be discussed below.

Sixteen years after the project began, the two project kchied in third and
fourth places for achievement in the city. The rate of attecel also improved,
with both schools being among the top five for five of the previouyesaxs,

and there were no serious behaviour problems.

Leading to these increased outcomes for the children were funtdme
changes within the schools. As parents and staff collaboratsgnse of
community and a good school climate were developed. Parents began t
experience ownership of the programme. They started to feell,uaefl to
experience ‘social comfort’ in the school. As a result, lamgmbers of parents

began to attend school programmes. The change in structure ahtot siade



it possible for parents to engage with staff. As a reduthis, children were
able to form an emotional bond with school people and the school programme.

The collaboration of parents and staff led to children’s ovdealelopment.

A problem encountered in the project was that of parents who wantedve
on teams every year, in some cases after their children gedd@omer views
this as a limiting factor on their own development as well as @h others.
Many of Comer’s parents whose skills and confidence improved wemd o

complete their own education.

A second problem emerged early in the project through a lack efstadding
that parents need help in coping with the culture of the schooimpartant
issue emerging was that both staff and parents need tranoailaborate and
to work co-operatively. This training also needs to be put ineplacpre-

service teacher education.

As an overall conclusion, highly positive outcomes are clairaethis major,
long-term project. Its aims were to develop a research-b#ssatetical
framework for understanding poorly functioning schools, and, followirg thi
to work with parents and school people to improve school functioning and
outcomes. The framework was developed and statistics ar&gaosiaiming

to prove that school functioning did in fact improve. Much qualitagvidence

is furnished to this end, which makes impressive and upliftingingdor the
educator interested in parental partnership and for this reseantitese aim is

to develop a participatory, collaborative partnership wattrepts.
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2.4.3 Themes on parent-school partnership

Themes, arising from the literature, are now presented leetiae all impact
on the action research project. We will first consider the duresfi the lack of
a common understanding of partnership. Next, we will ask theigue®Vho
is “the parent”? The answer to this may seem obvious but, frormpdiné¢ of
view of parent-school partnership, the answer is not straigtafdrwThis
brings us to the questions of which parents tend to be involved imepshrip
and where, in the child’s school career, this partnership i likely to occur.
The literature provides useful hints on how to implement
involvement/partnership and reminds us of the importance of ptarfoin
partnership. We examine some barriers to partnership, inclpdivgr issues.
Teacher expertise and time are essential commodities whglenenting
partnership but are not always available, as we will seallfz we will look at

role construction and the part it plays in parent-schooheeship.

2.4.3.1_Absence of common understanding of partnership

Vincent (1997, 272) holds that ‘home-school relations are often discussed i
narrow terms focusing on individual parent-teacher interactibmdgeed, there

is a marked absence in the literature of a common understandiagrurghip

in schools (Brain and Reed 2003). Vincent (1996, 466) casts a jaundicex eye
the use of such words as ‘empowerment,’ ‘participation’ and ‘pestnp,’
words with ‘positive, but nebulous, connotations.’ It is Vincent's (1988)
view that, over time, ‘such words gain assumed meanings, wiaghalter and

shift in emphasis ... but which are rarely critically scrui@a.” MacGiolla
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Phadraig (2005, 94) makes the point that ‘partnership is promoted bath as
means to an end and as a value in itself.” This is a realbortant point
because, as we have noted, the idea of partnership tec aspiration and aim

of educational policy and legislation in recent years (e.gvement of
Ireland 1992, 1995, 1998, Department of Education and Science 1999, 2005).
Partnership as a value is therefore promoted but, as a meanend,anay be
difficult to achieve (e.g., McKibbin et al. 1998, Departmengdiication and
Science Inspectorate 2002, Department of Education and Science 2003).
MacGiolla Phadraig (2005, 94) writes, ‘Although the term pastmer is
universally used within education, its exact meaning is raiebyer, clearly
defined.” MacGiolla Phadraig (2005, 94) warns that ‘the absehae clear
definition of partnership can often facilitate maximum supportHerdoncept

in that each constituency can assume their own interpretatjmartoiership and

its implication for them,” adding that ‘this absence of clarép be problematic

in that it can lead to misunderstandings and confusion between ieterest

partners.’

2.4.3.2 Who is “the parent”?

In terms of involvement with school, the answer that springdilseto mind is
that the parent usually is the mother (Vincent and Warren 1988t,\Moden

and Edge 1998).

Partnership with parents is, as noted already, not just a wogtinataen but is

legally binding under the Education Act, 1998. But who is the parklaAng

read the Education Act, 1998 definition pdrent (provided in Chapter One,
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(p- 31), we know what a parent is but, in terms of establishirtggyahip, we
must ask, with whom exactly are we attempting to establighgrahip? Is it
with the mother who brings her child to school every morning amdadily
accessible to the teacher? Is it with the father who putsekliftsward for
membership of the Board of Management? Is it with ‘one obttigeliables’
who are selflessly available for fund-raising and other schoolendes? Is it
with the teenaged mother who is still herself at school? Wsth the parent
who cannot speak English? Is with it the parent whom teachees seen?
Could it be with to the guardian of a child who has no parents? Ofe;oumes
are ideally attempting to establish partnership wdth parents but, in the
process, we must give due consideration to the diversity ohfsacennected
to any one school. As Gale (1996, 136) cautions, ‘it is importantctgnéze
that parents are not a homogeneous mass with a clearly defingfdcemmon
interests.” Otherwise, there is a danger that we veditthe parentas a single,
undifferentiated category’ (Vincent and Tomlinson 1997, 368). Vincadt a
Tomlinson (1997) remind us that such an approach is common in the literature
on parental partnership. Citing Bastiani (1993), they contendiévelopment
is then presented as ‘simple, linear and located within theinesnfof
partnership rhetoric, overlooking the need for a careful consideratitimeo
different ways in which both teachers and parents in partictdatexts
construct and experience their relationships with each othericévit and
Tomlinson 1997, 368). When such an approach is accepted, ‘teachets tend
adopt the same strategies for promoting parental involvemenpeatge of

class, parental needs, individual circumstances and so @zié€1999, 315).
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2.4.3.3Involved parents

The present project specifically sought to discover how parerwtsildfen who
may be at risk of educational disadvantage can be involved imtjsateool
partnership. This section will show that there is a variatiothhe way parents

are involved with their children’s schools.

In attempting to answer the above question, it is necessaryawdre of the
dangers of stereotyping. That said, the literature help® uome to some
conclusions regarding the categories of parents most likelkgiynto become
involved in partnership. Single mothers and mothers who work outside of t
home are less likely than other parents to come to the schombfkshops or
meetings but are as or more likely to spend time helping thddrehion
homework (Epstein 1992). Dolan and Haxby (1995) found that parent
attendance at workshops in four Baltimore elementary schoolsnger
disadvantaged populations was highest in schools where the majgrayents
were within walking distance and where there were options liddaare.
Dauber and Epstein (1993) found that parents who are better educatearare
involved at school and at home than less educated parents. Sodguaid that
parents with fewer children are more involved with their childitehome and
that parents who work are significantly less likely to papéte in the school
building but that working outside of the home is not a significant perdadt

involvement at home.
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Grolnick and Slowiaczek (1994, 249) refer to ‘circular pathways in hwhic
motivation fuels parent involvement, and involvement fuels matimatvhich
fuels performance.” A study examining parent factors and teztitategies to
foster parent involvement and efficacy in a Canadian pre-sdbaad that
parents who perceive themselves as more effective areinvalged in their
children’s education at pre-school level (Pelletier and Brent 2@08s et al.
(1993) found a positive relationship between parents’ perceptionsiotliid
and their involvement, that when parents believe that theid chiinterested
and that their own involvement is likely to make a differetivey may become
more involved. A study by Dauber and Epstein (1993) found that parengs w
more involved in their children’s education if the children wes#er students.
Ames et al. (1993, 15) conclude that ‘parents may be more withrlgecome

participants when they have a sense of hopefulness.’

With regard to parents who are involved in parents’ councils scégions,
the OECD (1997, 16) holds that ‘the active, committed parents whaaja
run these organizations are unlikely to be typical of the pare@sva®le — or
to represent their views.” These parents would arguably fail Titomey’s
(1990) ‘enthusiasts’ category. Toomey identified five groups of pawre-
school children in an Australian sample, viz., enthusiastentsinajority,
stressed, independents and non-coping parents. Thinking about thesatdiffere
groupings brings us to the question of social class, which hexs fobend to
have a powerful impact on whether and how parents become involuedgC
1997). A study by Crozier (1997) found that, while most parents samofe

in similar ways, the ways in which they supported their childi#fered along
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class lines. Findings from the study indicated that middle-gassnts had
high expectations for their children, leading them to intervenecanthct the
school frequently. Working-class parents in the study rarelyviened and
tended to be reactive rather than proactive (Crozier 1997). C(a8@7, 198)
concludes that parental involvement needs to be carefully cordider
managed and that ‘some parents’ involvement needs more nurturing and

support than others.’

2.4.3.4School levels and involvement

Epstein and Dauber (1991) found that programmes of parental invaiveme
were stronger in elementary schools, in self-contained olassr and in some
subjects, e.g., reading and English. Parental partnershigcpscdecline as
children get older (Connors and Epstein 1995, Epstein and Lee 1995). This
raises important questions, identified by Ryan and Adams (1995, B&y. T
wonder whether it is possible that in the junior grades the teffgfcsocio-
economic status and other exogenous social/cultural and biologicablgaria
might be ‘more easily ameliorated by school-based accommodatitieseas

at senior level ‘the long-term effects of these conditiorghirive too strong for

the schools to overcome’ (Ryan and Adams 1995, 22). They also highlight the
guestion of whether ‘particular family processes begin to taffexsocial and
academic domains of school adjustment as the child grows oldénerdhool

shifts its focus from a balanced concern of social and acadEwiopment to

a much stronger emphasis on achievement’ (Ryan and Adams 1995, 22).
Eccles and Harold (1996) offer possible explanations for the decrease

parental involvement at school as children get older. Timesedie a reflection
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of a belief held by parents that they should begin to diserfgagechildren as
they get older, a feeling by parents that older children do not Wwant to be
visible and a decrease in parents’ feeling of efficacy tp tieeir children as

they progress through the school system.

2.4.3.5 Involvement strategies

The literature provides much helpful advice on how to involve panertkeir
children’s education (e.g., Becker and Epstein 1982, Maring and Ikjage
1990, Scott-Jones 1995). Some of this advice is for parents Katonal
Association for the Education of Young Children 1999) and some faokch
(e.g., Swick 1992, INTO 1997, Hornby 2002, Winter 2005). For Maring and
Magelky (1990, 606), effective communication is the key to pa@ntfunity
involvement. Ames, de Stefano, Watkins and Sheldon (1995, 21) found that
‘parents’ overall evaluations of the teacher, their senseowifart with the
school, and their reported level of involvement was higher whenréeeive
frequent and effective communications.” Katz, Aidman, Reese Gack
(1996) offer practical pointers to enhance parent/teacher commanicBbese
include letting parents know how and when they can contact the school,
practising an open-door policy and eliciting parents’ concerns and isténes
advance of parent/teacher conferences. In the context of conatianj a note

of caution is sounded by Ames, Khoju and Watkins (1993, 3) who remind us
that school-to-home communications often have negative contenadnste
containing instructionally-meaningful and personally relevant inébion
which ‘may serve to create “knowledgeable partners” in pargivs, parents

confidence in the school, establish positive beliefs about thiéir &s a learner,



and foster an interest in their child’s learning and progressking up this
theme, Epstein (1992, 6) considers that ‘information must be giveantilies

by the schools on how to help in productive ways at all gragdslev

Becker and Epstein (1982) offer fourteen techniques to involve pafédmag.
group these into five categories as follows: (1) techniquesnhalve reading

and books; (2) techniques that encourage discussions between parentdand chi
(3) techniques that specify certain informal activitieshaime to stimulate
learning; (4) contracts between teacher and parents thatyspeearticular role

for parents in connection with their children’s school lessons tovitaes; and

(5) techniques that develop parents’ tutoring, helping, teachingyauation
skills (Becker and Epstein 1982, 90). Scott-Jones (1995) takedeaedif
perspective, hypothesizing four levels of parental interactioms thay
contribute to children’s school performance. She identifies theselaing,
monitoring, helping and doing and offers guidelines for parents under each
heading. Dolan and Haxby (1995, 5) identify strategies to optimize
participation including the provision of a non-threatening environment,
transportation for parents who need it, the provision of quality criégdand
incentives for attending and helping parents see the immedidieasipp of
strategies and how they can make a difference in the @tessor the home.
Low-income parents in a study by Finders and Lewis (1994) suggei$fing

how parents can help, encouraging parents to be assertive, devetoging

building on home experiences and using parent expertise.
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Haynes and Ben-Avie (1996, 47) make a distinction between the afype
activities listed above and a ‘parent involvement paradigimchv ‘includes
significant participation in decision-making in order to enhanceduweational

process and improve the overall climate of schools.’

2.4.3.6. Planning
Effective planning for parent-school partnership is of vital imrgraré (Haynes
and Ben Avie 1996, Krasnow 1990). Comer and Haynes (1991, 271) stress that
‘for parent involvement initiatives to be successful, they shdad part of a
contextually focused school improvement process designed t@ qresitive
relationships that support children’s total development.” Encourasgihgols
to have ‘a well-thought-out mechanism in place to harness thgyeaed
talents of the parents,” Haynes and Ben Avie (1996, 46) note:
A distinction may be made between schools that promote parental
involvement as an integral aspect of schoolwide planning manageme
and operational processes and that which is dependent on the personal
initiative of either the individual teacher or the individpatents.
Good planning, in Haynes and Ben Avie’s (1996, 48) view, involves thibgt
term ‘a political socialization process,” one that, instead aiipulating
parents, works to help them understand how participation in prograanthe
policy decisions can benefit themselves, their children aedctmmunity.
Noting that research shows that schools in which pupils do well are
characterised by good home-school relations, Bastiani (1993, 108 #tat
these schools go well beyond the basic legal requirements iropiexge

effective, two-way communication, that they are accessiba variety of ways

and at all reasonable times and ‘work hard to find ways in whignfsacan



encourage and support their children and provide them with praegiahnd,

above all, build a sense of shared identity and common purpose.’

2.4.3.7 Issues
A study by Dolan and Haxby (1995) identified some of the barriers to
participation, e.g., childcare and family responsibilitidsinking that the
particular programme will not make a difference, feelingommfortable in the
school or embarrassed by a lack of skills, transportation proldachsliealing
with personal problems. Epstein (1992) adds to the list, noting paagetand
background and familial problems as potentially inhibiting factorsddts and
Lewis (1994, 51) found that many parents’ own personal experiences create
obstacles to involvement, with fear a recurring theme amorgshis in their
study — fear of appearing foolish or being misunderstood and fear thieaut
children’s academic standing. Other obstacles come in the form of
psychological constraints, i.e., hidden values, assumptions ancdaebl
stances that get in the way of partnership because, to bfsmowthe words of
Ryan and Adams (1995, 9), though writing in a different context, pahntpers
is always mediated in some way through psychological processetmrd-a
come into play to create either favourable circumstances fionpediments to
partnership, because, as Eccles and Harold (1996, 4) point out:

The extent of family-school collaboration is affected by vargeisool

and teacher practices, characteristics related to repoptiagtices,

attitudes regarding the families of the children in the sclaud, both

interest in and understanding of how to effectively involvepts.
Eccles and Harold (1996, 4) contend that the question, “Why are parehts

teachers not more involved with each other?” usually takesothe d¢f “Why

aren’t parents more involved at school?” Asking the first eb¢hquestions
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instead of the second has serious implications because ‘when home-school
relationships are evaluated exclusively in terms of parenteviar, critical

guestions are neither asked nor answered’ (Lareau 1997, 705).

2.4.3.8 Power

Why do many parents ‘feel disenfranchised from school settingsi€Fs and
Lewis 1994, 50)? One possible explanation is that power issu@sharent in

the family/school relationship, a view held by some writerg.( Delpit 1993,
Lareau 1996, Vincent 1996, Vincent and Tomlinson 1997, Todd and Higgins
1998) or, as Todd and Higgins (1998, 227) put it, ‘power is both implicit and
explicit in relationships between parents and professional edsicdtareau
(1996, 62) holds that, while the term family-school partnersfaEses the
prospect of equal power,’” it ‘does not correctly describe tlaioas between
parents and teachers.” Vincent and Tomlinson (1997, 366) see teashers
having, ‘by virtue of their location within an institution and theiofessional

knowledge, a built-in command over the relationship.’

Where does this power come from and how does it manifest itdedi®au
(1996, 61) underlines some areas where teachers have powetheygcan
suspend children from school, prevent children from passing a gradeseeaxa
behaviour problems and ‘have legal and social prerogatives ..ortwoat
parents when they are concerned about children’s welfare.’” (thate in
Ireland, under the Education Act, 1998, schools must have a politngaia
expulsion and suspension [Article 15:2b] and schools are restrictdeim t

practices of retention under Department of Education and Sciega&ations
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[Department of Education and Science 2003b]). Hobbins McGrath (2007,
1408-1409) points out that, though the teachers in her study were ina lowe
social position than the mothers, the information teachers g ahildren’s
experience in a child-care centre was a source of power foretuhers
because ‘mothers were beholden to the teachers for insighheitahildren’

and that teachers ‘appeared relatively unaware of how much plosyehad in
their interactions with parents.’” Mittler (2000, 151) attributess imbalance of
power to the fact that ‘many parents are apprehensive and ankimutsgming

to schools because they are still carrying the history of tlwairexperiences of
teachers and schooling.” Delpit (1993, 122) sees the power issugowl 8s a
cultural one, contending that ‘the upper and middle classes sendlifliéien

to school with all the accoutrements of the culture of powerther stating

that ‘children from other kinds of families operate within petfy wonderful

and viable cultures but not cultures that carry the codes oralupesver.’

Todd and Higgins (1998, 227) challenge ‘the easy dichotomy of parents as
powerless and professionals as powerful.” In their view, nbissurprising that
parents are constructed with less power in home-school relatiotesachers
‘view such relationships almost entirely from their own andsitteols’ point

of view, with little understanding that this is the case, at there is anything
problematic about the situation.” The situation is further comjgiicdy what
Vincent (1996, 467) terms ‘the contribution of “third-party” systertrs 6ther
words, schools are operating within larger structures and ‘edoaedti
professionals, even when placed in an apparent position of advsaking

on behalf of, and in support of, parents’ are ‘highly constrained in dbgons
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by the norms and values of the professional roles and environmehts wi

which they work’ (Vincent 1996, 467).

2.4.3.9 Teacher expertise/time

The present project, or any parent-school project, could not be impied

without the help, support and expertise of teachers.

Vincent and Tomlinson (1997, 361) recommend that parents should ‘seek to
define for themselves new understandings of what constitutes arofsippe”
parental role.” Otherwise, some parents will ‘be conteradopt the school’s
aims and viewpoints, but others will be untouched by the promises of
“partnership” and remain distanced and alienated’ (Vincent and fsonli
1997, 367). Epstein (1995, 217), cataloguing the results of parental
involvement studies, writes that ‘teachers’ practices to irvédwnilies are as

or more important than family background variables such asoraethnicity,
social class, marital status, or mothers’ work status fograing whether

and how parents become involved in their children’s education.’ Timgsbus

to the question of teacher expertise in the area of involvingnfsarin
partnership and the time available to teachers to implemarihepship.
Vincent and Tomlinson’s (1997, 361) recommendation above that parents
should define new meanings of their role gives rise to the questhere and

how does this happen? Is it likely that the parents, in, sah@ol in an area of
economic disadvantage, will set about defining new meanings ofrtheiror,
indeed, will feel that the school will welcome such develops)eshould they

occur? The literature is not replete with examples of this mapgeOr could
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it be possible that school staff could help parents to do thisaAdiex (1996,
17), speaking in the context of the U.K., believes that it ‘wdédmore
productive if schools and other services saw their main job asdprgvi
professional support for families and the community to solve enabl
themselves in order to prevent them from becoming cri€¥s.the one hand,
this statement of Alexander’s could be viewed as risiblenmg of its unreal
expectations of schools, whose overriding responsibility is to prodaeaton

for and deliver the curriculum to children and ‘to provide a ricirrimg
environment for pupils’ (Conaty 1999, 476). As Todd and Higgins (1998, 231)
remind us, teachers have a complex job and ‘the additional résiignef
developing partnership with parents with a class of over 30 children is
unrealistic.” On the other hand, Alexander’s statement does sercause us to
reflect on not just the areas of teacher expertise and knosviedgoarent-
school partnership, but on the time available for teachers to opeom
partnership. Looking first at the question of expertise, Coratgd that 54%

of the teachers surveyed (all in schools within the IrisHScheme) had ‘no
understanding’ of partnership’ (Conaty 1999, 470). Hornby (2002, 11) stresses
that, in order to develop partnerships, ‘teachers need accessgéingn
professional development activities.” Conaty (1999, 471) noteshbet is an
‘urgent need’ within the HSCL Scheme for ‘systematic and regeacher
development to allow each teacher to become a “home-school teacher

attitude.’

There are also time issues. Schools in the HSCL SchemeHh®gervices of

the HSCL Coordinator to help them support parents in their chikre
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education. But what about class teachers in those schools ardalde
schools outside of the scheme? There are stringent requireorertsh
primary teachers with regard to timetabling in order toli¢he eleven subjects
of the Revised Primary Curriculum (Government of Ireland 199%je
timetable, set out in the introductory statement of the curncu@nly leaves
time in the teachers’ day for assembly, lunch breaks and/awexll amount of
discretionary time which, typically, is used for extra-curdaec activities. The
Department of Education and Science (Department of EducatibrSeience
2004) stipulates that one formal parent/teacher meeting)dasto and a half
hours, outside of school time, will be held each school yeaen@he average
class size of twenty-seven pupils (Department of Education Suience
2008a), this allows approximately five minutes per individual paesutter
meeting, which, by any standard, is an extremely short ton@ imeeting of
such importance. Furthermore, the DES (Department of Educatidn
Science 2004) states that, if a parent is not able to be acmated within the
time set aside for the formal parent/teacher meeting,ahether time must be
arranged to meet that parent. A dilemma arises thusliookmanagement. As
management may not request teachers to remain in schooleootsificially
agreed hours, can time be taken from the teaching of the curri¢aluneet
parents? The communication of students’ progress to parentedsisement
under the Education Act, 1998 (Article 22:2b). Parent/teachelimgeeire one
way of communicating progress and so, the meetings are typirsaty for this
purpose. The DES has not, to date, indicated where, in the stdgdime is
to be made available to do as it recommends, viz., planrglement and

review the school’s relationship with parents and the wider schoahooity,
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including outside agencies (Department of Education and Scienuectosate
2003). Note in this context that 65% of Irish primary schools havéitenc
principals (Department of Education and Science 2008g) whose time t
manage the realization of partnership is even more curtdéedthat of their
administrative counterparts. This is a sobering thought, inghedi Epstein’s
(1995, 217) finding that teachers’ practices to involve parents ndeue
parents’ actual involvement more than factors such as fangkgbaund, race,

ethnicity, social class, marital status, or mothers’ weakus.

2.4.3.10 Role Construction

The present project sought to gain an understanding of the meaniaggot-p
school partnership and this necessitated looking at the role patkat in the

child’s education.

‘Teachers tend to have a particular set of expectatiorgnts’ role and
behaviour, and thus when the parent fails to match this modeletsaate
critical and accuse them of lack of support’ (Crozier 1999, 324). Heove
Dempsey and Sandler (1997, 3) suggest that ‘even well-designed school
programs inviting involvement will meet with only limited saess if they do

not address issues of parental role construction and parentalofezffieacy

for helping children succeed in school’ When we are exhorted to inreptem
partnership (Government of Ireland 1998) there is a tacit assumptonve

all, parents and teachers, mean the same thing, that westardl each others’
roles in the education of the children, each others’ understandings# toles

and our expectations of each other in the execution of theseTb&esterature
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(e.g., Finders and Lewis 1994, Hobbins McGrath 2007) indicates tlsat thi
understanding is not present in some cases. It may be a simplefgaarents
not knowing how to be involved in their child’s education. Epstein (1992, 41)
found that ‘most parents help their children at home at tilésgdo not know
whether they are doing the right things or doing things right.nTlwe must
consider the view of teachers on how parents should be involved. Farmikrs
Lewis (1994, 50) admit that, prior to talking to low-income parehesy view

of parental involvement conflicted with the views of many patefinders and
Lewis (1994, 50) quote a teacher as saying of parents, ‘Thosenedtio
come, don’'t come.’ (Italics in original). Finders and Lewis (1%8),conclude
that, implicit in this statement, is the assumption th&t ointhe main reasons
for involving parents is to remediate the parents and thas @ssumed that
involved parents bring a body of knowledge about the purposes of schimoling
match institutional knowledge.” In a study focusing on the daily @xgés
between mothers and teachers in a child care centre duringfiirapd pick-

up times, Hobbins McGrath (2007, 1407) found that mothers and teachers
tended to have different views of the children and expectatibose another
that were rarely met to their satisfaction. Epstein (1992epdrts that, in a
study, teachers in urban schools professed that most pareataaténvolved

in their children’s education and did not want to be, while parents igatime
school believed that they were involved but that they needed moteetiad
information from teachers on how to help at home. Lareau (1996, 60) points
out that ‘there is a fundamental disparity in the definitions of vgaaents
mean by being involved’ and that ‘informing parents that they shouldthe a

is ineffectual because many parents ... already believe thyatatieeactive.’



Furthermore, how parents construct their own role in education sléleng
class lines, a fact noted by Crozier (1997). Findings frorasaarch project
(Crozier 1997) on parental involvement showed that working-class parent
strongly relied on the teachers to educate their children ahddisee it as
their own responsibility to take the initiative in terms of teagttheir own
children. Middle-class parents, whilst giving recognition to cheas’
professionalism, ‘saw their role as more interventioniStogier 1997, 194).
There is also a difference along class lines in how sFaatonstruct parental
involvement roles in schooling. A study by Becker and Epstein (1@82)df
that teachers teaching children of highly educated parents, who didtivety

use parental involvement techniques reported that the parenteénvenht
techniques would work but that they chose not to use them. In thessaatye
teachers, teaching children of less educated parents, who didtivetyause
parental involvement techniques reported that the parents would ndebe ab
willing to carry out activities related to the child’'s schwoik at home. As
Corbett, Wilson and Webb (1996, 31) point out, beliefs about cultural
differences between school staff and the community can leadldokaof
respect and disregard for the unfamiliar culture of students amatpaand

staff may resist efforts to bring them into meaningful contath parents.

In summary, the above examples cited from the literature Hianportant
implications, as we shall see. Finders and Lewis (1994) showetiaters’ and
parents’ views on parental involvement conflicted. This bagksLareau’s
(1996, 60) contention that that ‘informing parents that they shouldtive &

ineffectual because many parents ... already believe that ateeyactive.’

16¢



Hobbins McGrath (2007) illustrates that the expectations oaonéher of the
teachers and parents involved in the study were rarelyFimetly, Becker and
Epstein’s (1982) and Crozier's (1997) research shows how parents construct
their own role in education differs along class lines and how ¢esicimilarly
construct parental role in education along class lines. DauberEpsiin
(1993, 69) advise that ‘parents and teachers have different girepethat
must be recognized and taken into account in developing actitatiesprove

parent involvement.’

A review by Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997) of psychologicalyttzexat
research on why parents become involved in their children’s schooling
identified three major constructs believed to play a centrdl ipaparents’
involvement decisions. The first of these, viz., parent® @nstruction, is
relevant to this paragraph. (The second and third are thetgpasense of
efficacy for helping their children succeed in school and génevitations,
demands and opportunities for involvement.) Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler
(1997, 9) point out that ‘parental role construction appears importathieto
involvement process primarily because it appears to estabbisBia range of
activities that parents will construe as important, necessalpermissible for
their own actions with and on behalf of their children.” Hoovempsey and
Sandler (1997, 10) found that the more a group and its membersoagaee
individual member’s roles and role behaviours, the more productivéel
group. The groups to which parents belong (e.g., family, school, vaaepl
will hold expectations about appropriate role behaviours. If the groups’

expectations are similar, parents will most likely experieriagty about the



behaviours they are supposed to perform and consistent environmentalepress
and support for performing those behaviours. Research from Ep$898)(
concurs with this view. Epstein (1992, 8) reports that ‘teacherhighly
discrepant environments (where teachers believe that theyr diffattitudes
from others at the school) report weaker programs of parent emeint.” In
contrast, teachers in less discrepant environments, wherbetgsathink
similarly to other teachers, administrators and parents, treprmnger, more
comprehensive involvement programmes (Epstein 1992, 8). We camudencl
from this that common expectations across groups (in this cases aoch
school) regarding parental involvement leads to clarity, comsigteand
support and that if these common expectations are absent théreewal

concomitant lack of clarity, consistency and support.
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

3.1 Resear ch methodology

When choosing a research methodology, the researcher must bé degsta
about the aims of the research. As Knight (2002, 210) puts itcldager you
are about what you want to do and the claims you hope to make, teeikeasi
is.” To remind the reader, the present research had three Rinst, it aimed to
answer the question, ‘What is parent-school partnership?’. Settengroject
aimed to increase parent-school partnership in an urban primary .s€hod|

it aimed to establish how parents of children who may be at friséluzational

disadvantage can be involved in parent-school partnership.

The research questions are as follows:
(&8  What is parent-school partnership?
(b) How can parent-school partnership be improved in an
urban primary school?
(c) How can parents of children who may be at risk of
educational disadvantage be involved in parent-school

partnership?

3.2 Action research

The research questions were addressed using an action resgaoatlapTo
address Question (a), individual interviews and focus group inteswesve
used to gain a shared understanding of parent-school partnershapdiiess

Question (b), parents of children in Junior Infants (the firstr y&# primary
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school) and Second Class (the fourth year of primary school) weslyeavin
an action research project. To address Question (c), aalesstwith parents
of children who may be at risk of educational disadvantage, werewised
the action research. According to Zuber-Skerritt (1996, 83),ithe af action
research are ‘to bring about practical improvement, innovatioangeh or
development of social practice, and the practitioners’ batiderstanding of
their practices.” This study aimed to improve practice iati@h to parent-
school partnership, so the approach suited that aim. Kemmis amdggart
(1988, 6) note that ‘a distinctive feature of action researtifaisthose affected
by planned changes have the primary responsibility for deciding on safrse
critically informed action which seem likely to lead to impnment, and for
evaluating the results of strategies tried out in practitiee action research
approach was therefore ideally suited to the project becausatard
teachers, who would both be affected by any changes, collabtyatecded
on a plan to improve current practice and then they jointly evaluhgeaction

taken.

In reflecting on the termaction research, its meaning is explained in the words
themselves, sinceaction research consists of bothaction and research.
Hopkins (1993, 44) sees it as ‘action disciplined by enquiry, aparattempt
at understanding while engaged in a process of improvement ard.refo
Elliott (1991, 69) defines it as ‘the study of a social sibratvith a view to
improving the quality of action within it" and notes that ‘the faméntal aim
of action research is to improve practice rather than to produceldagst

(Elliott 1991, 49). According to Cohen and Manion (1994, 186), ‘action
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research is small-scale intervention in the functioning of ¢la¢ world and a
close examination of the effects of such intervention’. Kesrand McTaggart
(1988, 5) provide the following definition:

Action research is a form ofcollective self-reflective enquiry
undertaken by participants in social situations in order to imptioge
rationality and justice of their own social or educational prastias
well as their understanding of these practices and the eitgain
which these practices are carried out ... The approach is ongnacti
research when it isollaborative, though it is important to realize that
the action research of the group is achieved throughcttitieally
examined action of individual group members.

Carr and Kemmis (1986, 164) provide a definitioreahicational action

research;

Educational action research is a term used to describe # fami
activities in curriculum development, professional developmehtd
improvement programs, and systems planning and policy development.
These activities have in common the identification of stragegif
planned action which aremplemented, and then systematically
submitted toobservation, reflection and change. Participants in the
action being considered are integrally involved in all eSthactivities.

Carr and Kemmis (1986) point out that the two essential ainal @fction

research arto improve andto involve.
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Figure 9: Lewin’s model of action research as interpretelddmmis (1980)

(Copied from Elliott 1991, 67)
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Action research, which developed from the work of social psycholégis
Lewin (1946), can be described as a series of steps, witrsearhaving four
stages: planning, acting, observing, reflecting (McNiff 198@)win’s original
model (Figure 9, above) has been developed by others interested inaedlicat
research. Amongst these are John Elliott, based at the UtyivefsEast
Anglia, and Stephen Kemmis, of Deakin University in Austrakdliott (1991,
69) describes Kemmis'’s interpretation of the process asifsil
The basic cycle of activities is identifying a general aide
reconnaissance, general planning, developing the first action step,
implementing the first action step, evaluation, revishigggeneral plan.
From this basic cycle the researchers thanal into developing the

second action step, implementation, evaluation, revisingragepkn,
developing the third action step, implementation, evaluaiwhso on.
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While conceding that Lewin’s model ‘is an excellent basis fartiag to think
about what action research involves’ (Elliott 1991, 70), Ellioguaes that the
general idea should be allowed to shift, further contending¢sahnaissance
should involve analysis as well as fact-finding and that it shoaltstantly
recur in the spiral of activities, not just at the st&ttiott reminds us that
implementation of the steps is not always easy and thahowddsnot evaluate
the effects of an action until we have monitored the extenhtohwthe action
has been implemented. Taking these criticisms into considerdhitiott
produced a more elaborate spiral than Lewin’s, as interpretedebymis

(1980). (See Figure 10, next page.)
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Figure 10 : A revised version of Lewin’s Model of Action Rasé (Elliott

1991, 67)
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Since analysis will be incorporated into every stage of theepteproject and

since Elliott (1991) has identified very clear steps for thehedresearcher to

follow, Elliott's model will be used for the present project.
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3.21 Criticismsand difficulties of action research

For a researcher who has chosen a methodology it is necessarpu@ie of
criticisms which have been leveled against it. Indeed, ‘ntbe:n a few
respected philosophers of education dismiss action research dundf
(Newby 1997, 78). One criticism is the lack of clarity around fimaé action
research processes’ (Dickens and Watkins 1999, 134). The presarches
used Elliott's framework (described below) to clarify theeintl action
research processes. McNiff (1988) contends, speaking of acti@aralese the
context of its use by teacher researchers, that the wasdeimimplies an
element of prescription and a rigidity that denies the spontarideus the
classroom, and that teachers are tohat to do rather thahow to do it. The
action research for the present project was collaborative hwiecessitated
flexibility, with parents and teachers deciding on and implemerdtgn
based on a needs analysis. This process could not and did not amtain
element of ‘rigidity.” Hopkins (1993, 55) is also concerned thabacesearch
is based upon a deficit model, that it is ‘a deficit modelpoffessional
development’ (Hopkins 1993, 55). In this researcher’'s view, theawiays
place, in her own professional life at least, for a criticak at what might be

improved.

Connolly (2004, 29-30), Robson (1993, 439-440) and Dickens and Watkins
(1999, 131) present a number of criticisms of action research fidenly
other writers. It has been criticized as either producing relseaith little

action or action with little research (Foster 1972) andt@éd as lacking the



rigour of true scientific research (Cohen and Manion 1980, Atkinsmh a
Delamont 1985). Dickens and Watkins (1999, 131) point out that ‘individuals
seeking to solve problems in complex, real-time settings fiatthe problems
change under their feet, often before the more in-depth iteratisech for
solutions suggested by action research has achieved meaningful régitits
regard to the criticisms in this paragraph, the present projesisted of both
action and research; the action was not just action for its oken lsat was
carefully and rigorously analysed to generate new knowledgereBearcher
was very aware of the ‘complex, real-time settings’ keits and Watkins
1999, 131) and of the difficulties such settings might and, indeddpdng,
but then these difficulties were observed and the knowledge thawvatise

brought deepened our understanding of the parent-teacher partnership

Cohen and Manion (1984, 47) add to the list of criticisms, statingthieat
sample used in action research is restricted and unrepresentasivthere is
little or no control over independent variables and that the findangsnot
generalizable but usually restricted to the environment in whighidsearch is
carried out. This point, made by Cohen and Manion, will be listeé as

limitation of the study.

The centrality of the researcher in qualitative researctbbas identified by

McQueen and Knussen (2002, 198) who note that this centrality ‘isnvoakd

and it can be very time consuming’ as ‘qualitative rededemands an extra
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level of involvement on the part of the researcher.” A diffic rather than a
criticism, associated with action research is that itggedheavy demands on the
teacher researcher, who will also ‘be working in the interacut-and-thrust
of demanding classrooms and demanding schools, using their nerve @adings
seek for the time and opportunity to put their research theoriesatbigad
tests’ (Dadds 1993, 31). It requires a hefty time commitmenbh@mpart of the
researcher (Bassey 1998, 93). Similarly, high degreesiehpatand flexibility
are needed as action research is a complex process and ieat, ‘arderly
activity that allows participants to proceed step by stephéoend of the
process’ (Stringer 1996, 17). Risk-taking is inherent in action meseand
action researchers have to ‘dare to cross discourse boundarieg€k{&8600,
115). Certainly, as this researcher experienced, fléyitdnd an extended
period of pre-action information gathering was required to addressoimplex
process associated with enhancing the process of involving parents

partnership.

3.2.2 Characteristics of Action Research
Before undertaking the project, the researcher had to have knowdédige
characteristics of action research so that the process wmddporate these

characteristics.

Action research isituational in that it is concerned with diagnosing a problem
in a specific context and trying to solve the problem within ¢batext (Cohen
and Manion 1994). It iself-evaluative as modifications are continuously

evaluated within the ongoing situation, with the aim of improwoge aspect



of practice (Cohen and Manion 1994). Action research is adsca process,
carried out in settings in which people try to understand howareyormed
and re-formed as individuals and in relation to one another (Kerands
Wilkinson 1998). It isparticipatory with team members taking part directly or
indirectly in implementing the research (Cohen and Manion 1994)om\cti
research ispractical and usually collaborative. In action research, people
examine the acts which link them with others in social inteyarti is research
done ‘with’ others (Kemmis and Wilkinson 1998), though Cohen and Manion
(1994) remind us that this is not inevitable. Action researchritscal, a
process which provides a mechanism for people to contest and change
inefficient, unjust or alienating ways of interpreting and désagi their world,

and of relating to others (Kemmis and Wilkinson 1998).

3.2.3 Advantages of action research

Moore (2000, 58) sees the real, concrete and visible elemesttiai research

as its main advantage coupled with the fact that ‘somethintsetishe end of

the day,” i.e., a tangible outcome. It is ‘a powerful metfaddetermining
change’ (Bassey 1998, 93). The people who will be affected by planned
changes will, themselves, have the responsibility for decidingemdurse of
action leading to the changes (Winter 1996, 14) and will be en#ablbdild
positive working relationships and good communication (Stringer 1986). |
the present action research, the parents were partners liestsch process
and decided on the course of action leading to the change. Ryo&ssire
enabled to enter into a study of their own work and working circumstances

(Dadds 1993, 229). As a result, their self-understanding will bex@edeand
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transformed (Carr and Kemmis 1986, 198). Action research may nesah
improvement in practice because, with action research, tmerst be ‘a
continuous process of clarification of our vision in the area aabpstice, of
recognizing the constraints on practice, and of developing the tapsabi

necessary to realize those visions’ (Noffke 1995, 5).

3.24 Stepsinvolved in action research

Since there is ‘no definitive approach to action research’ @iskand
Watkins, 1999, 127) it can be daunting for the small-time rekear Elliott
(1991), however, provides a clear description for the teacherchseaf the
steps involved. As these steps are implemented in the prsgatt, it will be
necessary to remember Connolly’s (2004, 30) contention that ftleeian for
success is not whether participants have followed the stégbdullyt, but
whether they have a strong and authentic sense of developnaeav@ution
in their practices, their understanding of the practices, andithations in

which they practise.’

Elliott’'s guidelines will now be presented in summary forn(For full

description, see Elliott 1991, 72-89),

3.2.4.1 Identifying and clarifying the general idea

Elliott (1991, 72) defines thgeneral idea as ‘essentially a statement which
links an idea to action.” The criteria for selecting the ganedea are ‘whether
the situation it refers to (a) impinges on one’s field of actiamd (b) is

something one would like to change or improve on’ (p. 72). The original
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general idea might need to be revised constantly, as one goesttirewagtion

research process.

3.2.4.2 Reconnaissance

Reconnaissance can be sub-divided into: (a) describing the fadiseo
situation; and (b) explaining the facts of the situation. One neatkscribe as
fully as possible the nature of the situation which one wishespoove, an
exercise which can in fact lead one to change one’s understanditig of
original idea. Having described the facts of the situatibis necessary to
explain them. One therefore ‘moves frordescription of the facts to aritical
analysis (italics in original) of the context in which they arise’ (Btti 1991,

73).

3.2.4.3 Constructing the general plan

According toElliott (1991, 75) the general plan of action should contain:

1. A revised statement of the general idea

2. A statement of the factors one is going to change or modify to
improve the situation and the actions one will undertakitthis

3. A statement of negotiations one has had, or will have to conduct
with others, before undertaking the proposed action plan

4. A statement of the resources one will need

5. A statement of the ethical framework governing the accessido

release of information
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3.2.4.4 Developing the next action steps

This means deciding on which of the courses of action outlined igetheral
plan one will follow, and how both the process of implementation and its

effects will be monitored.

3.2.4.5Implementing the next action steps

Elliott warns that implementing a course of action may takeestme and,
even if the action step is easily implemented, ‘troublesodeeeffects’ (p. 76)
may occur. One may then need to move into reconnaissance to unddrstand t
cause of these. This in turn will lead to modifications and clamyehe

general idea and general plan of action.

3.3 Casestudies
A research method needed to be identified, within the actis@areh, to
answer the question, ‘How can parents of children who may beskatofi
educational disadvantage be involved in parent-school partnersHhip@’.
researcher considered that the use of case studies, conditttquarents of
children who may be at risk of educational disadvantage, would enabte
find the answer to the question. O’Leary (2004, 116) states:
Case studies ... have much in common with methodologies generally
used to ‘delve deeper.’ That is they allow for in-depth exploratos,;
an examination of subtleties and intricacies; attempt to besticoli
explore processes as well as outcomes; and investigate th&tcorde
setting of a situation.
Mark (1996, 39) defines the case study as ‘the intensive studysofgée

individual, family, group, or other social grouping.” Gerring (2080) states

that ‘acase study (italics in original)may be understood as the intensive study
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of a single case where the purpose of that study is — at tepatti— to shed
light on a larger class of cases (a population).” HitchcockHughes (1995,
316) state that, in case studies, ‘naturalistic everydayratkind interactional

phenomena are studied in their own right and in their own territor

O’Leary (2004, 116) lists the advantages of case studies. Shelasngiey
have ‘an intrinsic value,’ that they can be used ‘to debunk a thdbat,they
‘bring new variables to light,” that they ‘provide supportive euick for a

theory’ and that ‘they can be used collectively to formithsis of a theory.’

Limitations of the case study approach are noted by Bell (198983s€hecking
of information is difficult where a single researcher chodlsesarea for study
and chooses which material to include in the final report. @énation is not

always possible (Bell 1999).

O’Leary (2004) states that the methodological approaches atssbwiith case
studies are ‘eclectic and broad’ and may involve a number ofgd#itering

methods, e.g., surveys, interviews, observation and documentiaraadgsthat
they can also involve the use of a number of methodologies. Tdsemntr
project used the semi-structured interview as the data-gagheethod and the

case studies involved some action research.

34 Resear ch techniques

Research techniques can be both quantitative and qualitative. Amongs

researchers, ‘the quantitative-qualitative divide in educakj@ociological and
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psychological research is alive and well’ (Bayliss 2004) witlogimatic
positions’ often taken in favour of either qualitative or quangatesearch’
(Strauss and Corbin 1998, 28) and ‘debates about the “right” understanding of
science’ not settled yet (Flick 2006, 34). Quantitative reseasatollect facts,
study the relationship of one set of facts to another and usatifici
measurement techniques that are likely to produce quantifiedfgmuksible,
generalizable conclusions (Bell 1999, 5). The advantage of thiotypsearch

is that it is possible ‘to measure the reactions of a greaty people to a
limited set of questions, thus facilitating comparison and statisggregation

of the data’ (Quinn Patton 1990, 14). Researchers using a qualdaaproach
‘are more concerned to understand individuals’ perceptions of the world,
seeking ‘insight rather than statistical analysis’ (Bell 199p Qualitative
methods ‘typically produce a wealth of detailed information aboutuah
smaller number of people and cases’ which ‘increases undergjaoidthe
cases and situations studied but reduces generalizability’ (QuaittonP1990,
14). Qualitative researchers use a variety of methods ‘hopivays to get a
better fix on the subject matter at hand’ (Denzin and Lincoln 1898)n any
one research project, qualitative and quantitative research bea and
frequently are, combined as a means of support for each athprovide a
more comprehensive picture of the issue being researchedoaprbwide
triangulation (Flick 2006). Indeed, there is a haziness in d=man between
qualitative and quantitative research and the differences hetieen are
sometimes not clear-cut (Alvesson and Skoldberg 2000, Mason 2002,

McQueen and Knussen 2002, Silverman 2005).
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Both qualitative and quantitative tools were used in this relseafhe
gqualitative tools used were semi-structured interviews and fgposp
interviews and the quantitative tool used was the questionfidiese research

tools will now be described.

3.4.1 Semi-structured interviews

An interview is ‘a conversation with a purpose’ (Robson 1993, 228) ‘defined
by face-to-face interaction’ (Knight 2002, 61). The intervievaassearch tool

is flexible and adaptable, with ‘the potential of providing riaid ehighly
illuminating material’ (Robson 1993, 229). That said, interviears time-
consuming, it may be difficult to get co-operation from potemtigrviewees,

skill is needed on the interviewer’s part and ‘biases arecdliffto rule out’

(Robson 1993, 229).

Compared with the structured interview the semi-structuredviateris less
formal (Vogrinc 2004). Wragg (1984, 184) states that, for a seoutsted
interview, ‘a carefully worded interview schedule is asseditidat that more
latitude is permitted. While the present researcher hadtigns formulated in
advance the interviews were semi-formal, with ‘the intereiefsee to modify
the sequence of questions, change the wording, explain them or donto t
(Connolly 2005, 85). While there may be a danger that interviemegsnot
stay with the subject in hand (Knight 2002) it was important notnd the
amount of relevant information that interviewees might give. dine of the
present researcher was to enable interviewees to provVidieeainformation

relevant to the topic (Vogrinc 2004, 184) and to allow the intervietteee
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develop a story or narrative’ (Burgess, Sieminski and Arthur 2006, 75)
Advised protocols (e.g., Nisbet and Watt 1984, Leedy 1997, Robson 1993,
Vogrinc 2004, Connolly 2005) were observed and ethical procedures (Wragg

1984, Leedy 1997) followed.

The reasons for choosing the interview questions will be presantéldaipters
Four and Six, when the project is described. (See p. 200 and Appdhiix

interview questions.)

3.4.2 Focusgroup interviews

Focus group interviews were used in the present project aaressrakgaining a
common understanding of parent-school partnership. Focus groups are ‘group
discussions exploring a specific set of issues’ (KitzingerBarour 1999, 4)

and are a way of listening to people, learning from them andrgydaes of
communication (Morgan 1998). They use a semi-structured questioning
approach which relies on participants’ responses (Litoselliti 28D3Focus
groups are distinguished from other group interviews by the use of group
interaction to generate data and insights (Flick 2006) and ‘focusibe isense

that they involve some kind of collective activity around a smafhber of

issues’ (Litoselliti 2003, 2).

Guidelines are readily available for conducting focus groups, (Krgeger
1998 and 1998a, Morgan 1998, Litoselliti 2003). The typical composition of a
focus group is 7-10 participants, selected because they havectehat@s

relating to the focus group topic (Krueger 1998a). The number of gmeillps



depend on the needs of the study but ‘it is too risky to build arotspeoject
around a single focus group, as this would make only limited slalmout that
particular group of people, and could hinder both comparative and in-depth
exploration of the topic’ (Litoselliti 2003, 4). Litoselliti (2008pserves that a
typical number is between four and six groups. In conducting the group,
Krueger (1998, 3) holds that the first principle is to ask questiona i
conversational manner, that ‘conversational questions are iekgentreate

and maintain an informal environment.’ The questions should be
predetermined, open-ended (Litoselliti 2003) and clear (Krueger 1998)
interviewer must ensure that one participant or a small groyamicipants
does not dominate the interview (Flick 2006) and that the proceedings do not
turn into a chat or the presentation of endless anecdotes 2BIEY. The fact

that the data produced ‘will be influenced by the presence,ateperceived
background’ (Litoselliti 2003, 5) of the interviewer needs to be acleuyed

when interpreting the data.

A difficulty relating to focus groups is that they are ‘demandm@rganize,
conduct, moderate and analyse successfully’ (Litoselliti 2003 A%%urther
difficulty can be encountered in getting people to participateteavel to the

common venue (Kitzinger and Barbour 1999).

Difficulties experienced with focus group interviews in the en¢project will

be outlined in Chapter Four.
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The same questions were used for focus group interviews and indlividua
interviews during the pre-action spiral (p. 200). A different cfeinterview

guestions was used for the case studies (Appendix XII).

3.4.3 Questionnaires

Questionnaires were used in the present project at the pasi-attige to
evaluate the actions taken. Questionnaires must be cgnefatined to give the
researcher the needed information and must be easy to anatysetexpret

(Bell 1999). The literature provides much useful advice, which vedysful to

the present researcher, on designing questionnaires (e.g., Yourld@&an
Leedy 1997). Guidelines include keeping the questionnaire as stpossible

and organizing the items so that they are easy to read and t®rfi@edy

1997) and being careful about how questions and statements are worded

(Knight 2000)

3.4.4 Grounded Theory

Individual and focus group interviews conducted in the present studiegial

large amount of data which had to be ‘reduced in some wayrtehgaingfully
communicated in a dissertation’ (Rudestam and Newton 2001, 43). Rudestam
and Newton (2001, 43) note:

One method for analyzing such data is calledctmstant comparative
method (italics in original). Data are systematically coded intoresy
themes and meaning categories as possible. As the categoreege
and are refined, the researcher begins to consider how théy telone
another and what the theoretical implications are. Graduaky t
theoretical properties of the meaning categories crystalweform a
pattern. The pattern that emerges is sometimes called “gmunde
theory” (Glaser and Strauss 1967, Strauss and Corbin 1998).



Grounded theory was developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) andrisral ge
methodology for developing theory that is grounded in data systelityatica
gathered and analyzed’ (Strauss and Corbin 1994, 273). Mertens (2005, 242)
states that ‘the defining characteristic of grounded thedtyaisthe theoretical
propositions are not stated at the outset of the study.’ Instgakralizations
(theory) emerge out of the data themselves and not prior to déeaticol

(Mertens 2005, 242).

Lichtman (2006, 27) observes that researchers using grounded theory ar
‘interested in the actions, interactions, and social prooggsople.’ In the
present research, data from parental interviews wasrsgsitally gathered and
recorded. The data from each interview was read and re-reattarstant
comparisons’ (Rudestam and Newton 2001) were made between the
interviews. Arising from this constant comparing, themes \egteacted from
parental responses which were then categorized under broad headings
corresponding to the themes, e.g., communication, co-operatia@iyement,

etc. Where there was a large number of varied responses thedéroad
headings, these responses were further broken down into sub-categories
enabling us to get an in-depth view of parental understandings under each
guestion heading and thus to develop theory. It is important to natehte
present researcher did not start from what Goulding (1999, 6) tartilank
agenda.” Goulding (1999, 6) notes that Glaser (1978) ‘discusses thefrole
existing theory and its importance to sensitising the researnthethe
conceptual significance of emerging concepts and categoriesldidg (1999,

6) reminds us of the vital importance of the researcheres aisthis prior
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knowledge and, citing Glaser (1978), states that, ‘without ghesinding in
extant knowledge, pattern recognition would be limited to the obvioushend
superficial, depriving the analyst of the conceptual levefag® which to
develop theory.” Thus, the present researcher was able heuseading of the
literature, in particular the literature on Epstein’s Typold@pstein and

Dauber 1991), to sensitise her to the theory emerging froctetiae

3.5 Ethical consider ations

Ethics refer to ‘rules of conduct,” to ‘general principlesadfat one ought to

do’ (Robson 1993, 29).

Ethical issues crop up at every stage of the researck @@5). At the outset,
participants must be made aware of the aims of the reseglick 2006).
Informed consent must be obtained from the participants (Cohen andrMani
1994, Flick 2006, Kilbourn 2006). The anonymity of the participants must be

protected and confidentiality assured (Cohen and Manion 1994).

The outcomes of the work must be ‘objective and truthful in the sbas¢he
understanding of meaning is directed towards the attainment of ossibl
consensus among the actors’ (Winter 1996, 17). The researchdo s
scrupulously careful that the findings ‘are genuinely based oticatri
investigation’ of all the data and ‘do not depend on a few wellahos
examples’ (Silverman 2005, 211). Silverman (2005, 211) referettatter as

‘anecdotalism.’
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The researcher must be aware of what he/she brings tosisarck and how

this ‘shapes the way the data are interpreted and tre&talti’l©96, 30).

The use of action research brings its own ethical requiremestauBe, in the
present project, people’s thoughts and opinions were sought and uskxinto
action and because these thoughts and opinions may reflect privatieoge
(e.g., in the case of parents of children who may be at risldudational
disadvantage), tact and sensitivity was required (Stringer 199p, The
researcher had to take into account the effect of the résearhe participants
and ‘act in such a way as to preserve their dignity as human b&asen
and Manion 1994, 359). McNiff and Whitehead (2005, 34-35) identify three
broad categories of ethical issues in action research. Tdreseegotiating
access (getting permission from everyone involved), protettimgarticipants
(promising confidentiality and anonymity and granting permission to

withdraw) and assuring good faith (letting people know one caubsed).

In the present study, letters were sent to parents invitinigipation in the
research. (See Appendices I, Il and Ill.) The letterscatdd that the research
was being conducted for a degree with the University of &hdl that the data
obtained for the research would be included in a thesis which couldebéy op
consulted. It was also stated in the letters that, in keepitlg university

procedures, confidentiality and anonymity were guaranteed.

The researcher took special care in her communication witpaients whose

case studies are presented in Chapter Six, the chapter dedhngarents of
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children who may be at risk of educational disadvantage. Thercheea
outlined to these parents the objective criteria set dowméDES to assess
levels of disadvantage (Department of Education and Science 2005b). The
researcher discussed these criteria with each of the stadg parents in
relation to themselves. The researcher then asked for and/esceach
parent’s consent to include the data given by the parents setii®n of the
research dealing with parents of children who may be atofisdducational

disadvantage. Anonymity and confidentiality was assured.
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE PRE-ACTION SPIRAL
4.1  Introduction
The action research consisted of a pre-action spiral, two mizom gpirals and
case studies of six parents. The pre-action spiral des¢hbegork involved in
developing a common understanding of parent-school partnership and will be
described in this chapter. The main action spirals describe attien
undertaken for the research with Junior Infant parents and S€tassl parents
respectively and will be described in Chapter Five. The sagkes consist of
an in-depth exploration of how parents of children who may be at risk of
educational disadvantage can be involved in parent-school partnardhiylia
be presented in Chapter Six.

Figure 11: Outline of action research
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4.2 Pr e-action spiral

The pre-action spiral action will now be described, using Ellidtdmework.
(See Chapter Three, pp. 181-183, for description of Elliott’s fraorieyvThe

pre-action spiral consists of three mini-spirals.

4.2.1 Pre-action research spiral: Mini-Spiral One

4.2.1.1 Identifying and clarifying the general idea

According to Elliott (1991, 72), the general idea referred totép ®ne of his
model ‘is essentially a statement which links an idea torattThe general
idea under consideration here is parental partnership in eduddtiott.(1991,
72) advises that the criteria for selecting the genera a&he ‘whether the
situation it refers to (a) impinges on one’s field of actemd (b) is something
one would like to change or improve on.” Partnership with parisniow not
simply a worthy aspiration but a statutory requirement under theafidno
Act, 1998. While building partnership with parents is part ofMgtry’s ethos,
and partnership is actively promoted and nurtured through the HS@Em®ch
the difficulty of involving parents whose children may be at askducational
disadvantage had been noted and it was hoped to address ththrigsgh the

action research.

4.2.1.2 Reconnaissance

At the start of the action research project the gendeal was indeed ‘general’
in the mind of the researcher, despite the fact that it lead lgiven a more
specific and focussed dimension in the research questions,Hadw, can

parent-school partnership be improved in an urban primary schantfHow
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can parents of children who may be at risk of educational disadvantage be
involved in parent-school partnershipWith the general idea identified, the
second part of Elliott’s first step, i.elarifying this idea, seemed a logical way
forward. The way chosen to do this was to gain a common understafdimey

meaning of parent-school partnership from parents in the school.

4.2.1.3Constructing the general plan

The goal now was to develop a shared understanding of parent-school
partnership in St. Mary's. This shared understanding would add to the
understanding gleaned through the development of the conceptual framework
in Chapter Two (pp. 90-105) and would be an additional part of this conceptual
framework. To remind the reader, the conceptual framewdtkdsscaffold,
framework of ideas, questions, and theories, methodologies and methods’
(Wisker 2006, quoted in Burgess, Sieminski and Arthur 2006, 50) which help
the researcher to develop the ideas underpinning the reseasasidition, this
shared understanding would help to answer the first research quéstian,is
parent-school partnership?’. It would also serve to inform ti®rato be
taken. Finally, the shared understanding acquired at the poe-atage would

be used for comparison purposes when evaluating the action.

Bearing in mind that two key elements of action research atieipation and
collaboration (Kemmis and McTaggart 1988), it was necessarytHer
researcher to involve others in the research process. Thmkieers in parent-
school partnership are parents and teachers and, so, an advsipgwas

required for the pre-action work which would be representativehe$et
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partners. Mindful of the fact that one of the researchtounssasks, ‘How can
parents of children who may be at risk of educational disadvatagnvolved
in parent-school partnership?’, the researcher, in consultatinte HSCL
Coordinator, identified parents fulfilling the criteria for edimaal
disadvantage as laid down by the DES (Department of EducatioBcaeace
2005b). For some of these parents, time and other constraintsdect¢heir
participation as advisors. Two mothers consented to take pdrtfuifiting
the DES criteria. The writer explained to the two pardrasshe was interested
in involving parents fulfilling these criteria; the parentsl m difficulty with
this. The writer invited the HSCL Coordinator to become ansadvias her
knowledge and expertise in the area of parental partnership wumeild

invaluable in this context.

4.2.1.4Developing the next action steps

What was required at this time, i.e., the start of the 2004/2€1830l year, was
to (a) develop a conceptual framework, i.e., a shared understasfdiagent-
school partnership; and (b), in order to do this, to identify the \wagt of
arriving at this shared understanding. Arriving at this undedsing would
necessitate the use of appropriate tools or techniques and igierdesgarding
which tools to use was taken by the researcher, givengemid competence’

(Elden and Levin 1991, 140) in the area of research.

In the literature on action research (e.g., Kemmis and Wgdra 1988, Elliott
1991, Rudestam and Newton 2001) a number of tools or techniques are

suggested for use by the researcher using the action researchchpgmese



include document analysis, anecdotal records, field notes and @pitggr
(Kemmis and McTaggart 1988). While all of these tools could e, ia fact,

were, used to some extent during the research, the principaietected for

use at this stage was the interview, which was used bothimdaadual and
focus group setting. The reason for this choice was that, in ar@erive at a
common understanding of parent-school partnership, a certain number of
guestions that needed to be answered (provided below, p. 200) emtiéad.
Miretzky (2004, 814) argues for ‘the recognition of the importancéalf
among parents and teachers — both as a research methodology and as a
desirable outcome.” The interviews would be semi-structured, while
specific pre-planned questions would be asked, the interviewees Wwaué

‘the latitude to talk about themselves and issues that conn#ctiveir own
individual and unique experiences’ (Burgess et al. 2006, 73). Theradlesea

thus hoped to obtain the ‘rich data’ referred to by Max@&€B6, 95).

The framework would be arrived at through the use of focus group meyvi
and through individual interviews. The focus group, described by Llitosel
(2003, 2) as ‘a synergetic approach that produces a range of opideasand
experiences, and thus generates insightful information’ seemed aypagiar
way to obtain the ‘multiple views and attitudes’ (Litoge®003, 2) required to
build a common understanding of parent-school partnership. Individual
interviews would be used to obtain data from parents. The individual
interviews would also provide triangulation to support the validitythef

research.

19¢



The plan was that the writer would carry out all of theringsvs. Having just
one interviewer would help to support the reliability of the reseprocess
which should be able to provide results ‘that do not vary accordirgeto

particular persons undertaking the research’ (Denscombe 2002, 100).

It was decided that the parents involved in the focus group radididual
interviews would be limited to parents of Junior Infants (children in their
first year at primary school, aged four to five years) améma of Second
Class children (i.e., children in their fourth year at schagéd eight to nine
years). The rationale for the choice of these two clasassaw/follows:

Parents of Junior Infants would have an opportunity to be involvedein th
school over a long period as their children were just starting selndgbarents

of Second Class children would have experience of the school sgsig@m
would therefore be able to contribute to an understanding of partnership in a
different way to parents of Junior Infants. It was expectatttiere would be
parents in both groups who may be experiencing disadvantage; theses pare

would be able to add to the body of knowledge from yet another vapbatge

Having decided on the interview as a research tool, the ngxtwas to
formulate questions, the answers to which would enable us to reachnaon

understanding of parent-school partnership.

Taking the advice on planning for focus group interviews provided byhraug
Schumm and Sinagub (1996, 37-55), it was first necessary to ideritdy w
information we did and did not want to obtain from the focus group and

individual interviews. At this point, we did not need to know theent state
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of parent-school partnership or how partnership could be improved. The
information required was an understanding of the meaning of partnership, a
viewed by the parents, as well as an understanding of themdgsedn parent-
school partnership, both from a general point of view and from tweir
immediate experience. Issues surrounding partnership needed tantigeile
both from a general and personal viewpoint. Since what we needednwas
understanding of partnershiplatal level, the questions would not be based on
any partnership paradigm found in the literature (e.g., Connors andirEps

1995).

The questions for the focus group and individual interviews wei@la/s:

1. What, in your opinion, is parent-school partnership?

2. How important is it to have partnership between parentsemabl?

3. What do you feel about parent-school partnership in general?

4. From your own experience, what do you feel about parent-school

partnership?
5. In general, what are the issues relating to parent-schdokpsinip?
6. From your experience, what are the issues relating to pschatl

partnership?

4.2.1.5Implementing the next action steps

The first step was to pilot the interview questions. It wasdael to do this
with groups of parents rather than with individuals in orderaio @s wide a
view as possible on the questions. The interview questions wetedpwith

three groups of parents to assess their suitability and usefiitmabe task in

hand. The writer carried out the interviews and the advisingnpgand HSCL
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Coordinator were present when possible. (At this early stageeimesearch,
one of the barriers to parent-school partnership was becomingapparent,
i.e., that, in spite of best intentions, parents, becaudeeaiany pressures of

life, are often not available for school business.)

In order to assess the suitability of the questions for parentsildfechwho

may be at risk of educational disadvantage, the first pimiginterview was
carried out with a group of parents of children involved in the School
Completion Programme. (See Chapter One, pp. 16-18 for description of
School Completion Programme.) At least one child of each parerd hagh

rate of school absenteeism. None of the parents had a cHidior Infants or
Second Class in the school. The other two groups each consi$teslgrrents
(randomly selected) whose children were not in either Junior ftarfsecond
Class and therefore would not be involved in the main researchpildie

group interviews took place in January/February 2005.

During the pilot interviews, difficulties were encountered. Sqradicipants
tended to pay scant notice to the actual questions and tayheateinterest in
providing anecdotes to illustrate their experiences of paréaespartnership.

It proved very difficult to keep participants on track. Thetev was starkly
reminded that ‘the functioning of the real world’ (Cohen and Manion 1994,
186) does not always comply with carefully laid plans. When therrah
acquired through the pilot interviews was examined it was obdehat, while

the questions were often not directly answered, much valudbteniation on

the topic of parent-school partnership was gleaned through the sations

and anecdotes. Kemmis and Wilkinson (1998) hold that action reseaach is
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process through which all the individuals taking part try to underdtand
their knowledge shapes their sense of identity and agency andviéieeesense
that this was happening during these piloting sessions. Havinglewsts the
material acquired during the pilot interviews, the researdeerded that the
guestions were effective tools to elicit the required understgnoin parent-

school partnership and, so, the questions were retainedrimtigigal format.

We now needed to set up focus groups and get the consent of individuas parent
to participate in interviews. Advice was sought from the adgigiarents who
recommended sending out a letter asking all parents in Junior slrdiail
Second Class if they would be interested in coming to a meetinigs¢uss
ways in which partnership between home and school could be irntrddse
was done (Appendix I), and the only parents who replied were the pareat

were already committee members of the Parents’ Assmtiat

The writer then decided to approach parents individually to asieyf would
agree to come in to the school at a time suitable to them totdrwiewed
individually or to be part of a group to discuss parent-school pahntperghis
selection process was truly random; the writer stood at thaneet to the
appropriate classrooms and requested those passing in and out tortake pa
the research. This proved to be a frustrating exercisenfadid not seem to
be willing to commit to this. On several occasions, parentseago be part of

a group or to come for individual interview, only to cancel l&ervarious
reasons. There was a problem in that parents seemedreitftant or unable

to engage in dialogue of this kind or that the researcher was apprgahe

process in an ineffective way.
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At this point a stalemate was reached. The research preeesned to be
grinding to a halt. No information had been gleaned which would tiead
common understanding of parent-school partnership - or had it? littosell
(2003, 6), speaking of focus groups, holds that ‘the non-verbal commanicati
among participants signals people’s responses’ and ‘is thefm@l.” What
we had here could perhaps be interpreted as a non-verbal responseth€oul
reluctance of parents to be involved at this stage of thamdsée telling us
something? Litoselliti (2003, 6) refers to ‘a web of responselkis s an
interesting image as, in a web, the space, or emptinesgedn the threads is
an integral part of the image as a whole. Reflecting orsplaee where we
expected a multitude of words to be, we were left wighfttlowing questions:

1. Could it be that the parents requested to take part view thi®ipa
the research as ‘a theoretical exercise’ with no immddigisible,
practical benefit for their children’s education?

2. Do some parents have a fear of coming to the school?

3. Would some parents find both participating in an interview and
involvement in a focus group intimidating?

Lewin’s (1946) steps of planning, acting and observing had been éullcand

it was now time for the second mini-cycle to begin.

4.2.2 Pre-action research spiral: Mini-Spiral Two

4 .2.2.1ldentifying and clarifying the general idea

At this point, the general idea remained the same as heeettifaras aimed to
increase parent-school partnership in St. Mary’s, but the wggitoa common

understanding of this partnership needed to be reconsidered.
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4.2.2.2Reconnaissance

Bearing in mind that ‘action research must be treated asadigar in its own
right with its own particular commitment to practical rathert purist views of
knowledge’ (Dadds 1993, 230) the way forward needed to be reaksébse
does not mean that rigorous research standards had to be abandandddsut
mean that, because what we were dealing with was ‘notdarlprstructure’
(Winter 1996, 15), we had to modify and adjust our data-collectieipod if
we were to make progress. The goal remained the sarfoe &kni-Spiral
One, i.e., to develop a shared understanding as a basis foritrerasearch

project. The means of working towards that goal needed te-befined.

4 .2.2.3Constructing the general plan

Remembering Dickens and Watkins’s (1999, 132) contention that ‘ttieatyc
nature of action research recognizes the need for action plbadlexible and
responsive to the environment,” it was now deemed wise to approach the
information gathering in a different way. We would have to contimaking

towards the shared understanding but would have to be pattbstpnocess.

4.2.2.4 Developing the next action steps

It was decided by the researcher, HSCL Coordinator and adysiemts to
incorporate a section on parent-school partnership into meetingsdyalre
scheduled to take place, the purpose of which was to inform paredsiof
Infants of their child’s curriculum for the subsequent year, Senior Infant

year. It was possible to include a section on parent-schoolepsiitp in
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these meetings as the agenda of the meetings was short aathréhevould
not take much time. Letters of invitation were sent topaents of children in
Junior Infants (Appendix Il). The parents who came to the meetagjstéen
parents in total) were more than willing to share their viewgarent-school
partnership and to answer the interview questions. These pareataebéte
first three focus groups. The only difficulty experienced was #@nhetimes,
as had happened at the piloting sessions, the researcher flradtydieeping
the group focused on the questions. In spite of this, the meetialgedi
valuable information, leading to the conclusion that the fatlorengage the
parents in discussion on partnership up to then was not due to their
unwillingness to give their views but was due to a fault in théhod of asking

them to share these views.

It was still necessary to persevere with attempts tdqouis groups in place for
the research as, due to time and other constraints, it would waysabe
possible to incorporate the interview questions into existing meetifige
difficulty of assembling focus groups thus remained but a lesson had be
learned from the experience with the first three focus grawgpsthat parents
are more likely to respond to school invitations that are of idmbely
practical benefit. In the case of the first three focus grotips,perceived
practical benefit was the knowledge that would be availabléemmn tof their

child’s curriculum for the next school year.

It was decided to take a more informal approach to arranginghdiadual

interviews. Instead of formally arranging to meet parentgmsuof the Junior
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Infant and Second classes would be asked by the researcher, ehemets
them in the course of bringing their children to school or colledtiegn from
school, if they would consent to speaking to her there and then abeat-pa

school partnership.

4.2.2.5 Implementing the next action steps

The informal system of asking parents to answer the intergig»gtions ‘on
the spot’ was more successful than formal, written or ordtiitiens had been.
The researcher took every opportunity to elicit parents’ vieastacting them
in the mornings and afternoons as they dropped off or collected thidneal
when they were in the Parents’ Room and, in fact, wheneventpagathered
in the school and were available. Some parents, if they couldtaptfor an

interview, took a copy of the interview questions and returnétewrreplies.

The researcher was very aware, at this time, of theatgytof the researcher
in qualitative research, as identified by McQueen and Kmugx02, 198) and
of Dadds’s (1993, 31) reminder that action research places heanands on
the teacher researcher, who will also ‘be working in theraoteve cut-and-
thrust of demanding classrooms and demanding schools, using their nerve
endings to seek for the time and opportunity to put their researchethéor

practical tests.’

At the end of Mini-Spiral Two, an understanding of parent-school paHiper

was beginning to emerge from individual parents. This intervigwof
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individual parents continued into the next mini-spiral during which the

remaining focus group interviews were conducted.

4.2.3 Pre-action research spiral: Mini-Spiral Three

4.2.3.1 Identifying and clarifying the general idea

The general idea still remained the same, i.e., to acquihared understanding

of parent-school partnership.

4.2.3.2 Reconnaissance

While many individual parents had now given their views, and viemisbeen
obtained from three focus groups, it was now necessary to geentpl views

on partnership through more focus group interviews.

4.2.3.3 Constructing the general plan

In this second school year of the action research (2005/2006), thee veav
cohort of Junior Infants and Second Classes. We already had the efew
Junior Infant parents in three focus groups. We needed now to fous foc
groups from the Second Class parents and to ask the parentsefmidenior
Infants if they too would consent to be part of focus groups for thenact

research.



4.2.3.4 Developing the next action steps

In order to get as broad a range of views as possible, ideaded to continue

with individual interviews as well as conducting focus group intevs.

In view of the difficulty experienced by the researcher, irpkegparticipants
focused on the questions, it was now decided to request amiesee
facilitator to conduct the focus group interviews. The fatditehad worked
many times before with parent groups, on policy formation, inMatry’s

School. The researcher would of course be present at thaamnterv

4.2.3.5 Implementing the next action steps

During the second term of the 2005/2006 school year, the focus group
interviews took place. Parents from Second Class and Junior Infenées
invited to attend by letter (As in Appendix I). Since there \&agery poor
response to the letters, parents were personally requesttdrtd by either the
HSCL Coordinator or the researcher. (These were parents whorSGe
Coordinator and researcher met on corridors and in the yard or whom the
researcher was able to contact by telephone.) In total, &gt group
interviews took place, with groups ranging from three to eighrerga. The
presence of the facilitator ensured that participant® wept focussed on the

guestions.

Individual interviews continued to the end of the 2005/2006 school year and
into the next school year. A total of sixty-eight individual pasegdve their

views.
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4.2.4 Pre-action research spiral: Conclusion

The information gathering phase of the research, reported abovesdprov
difficult and, while it yielded much data, the researcivas aware of the
limitations of the process. The first limitation is thetféhat the interviews,
both at focus group and individual level, were mainly conducted wigngsar
who regularly come to the school. The views of those parentsavbly come

to the school were, therefore, largely unrepresented. The ségotadion is
that, because some of the individual interviews were condtmtethe spot,’

the information received was not as rich as would have tieenase had the
parents agreed to come in at an agreed, and for an agreedyhaneissues

could have been teased out and explored more.

The next part of the chapter will present the findings.

4.3  Findingsfrom pre-action interviews
Findings from pre-action interviews will now be presented. Findiings
individual parents will be presented first, followed, in the ca$eeach

guestion, by findings from focus group interviews.

Sixty-eight individual parents and eight focus groups gave theivsvidhe
focus groups ranged in size from three to eight parents and thauother of
parents participating in the focus groups was 40. The pattmjpparents had
children in Junior Infants or Second Class during the 2004/2005, 2005/2006
and 2006/2007 school years. Between focus groups and individual intgrview

the views of 27% of the relevant parent cohort (2004-2007) aresesyiesl.



The parents who participated, either individually or in focus gronpkided a
broad spectrum, ranging from parents of children who may be latofis
educational disadvantage to parents of children at no such rigkoutdsbe
borne in mind that St. Mary’s Primary School is included in the BERool
Support Programme (Department of Education and Science 2005) because
sizeable percentage of the school population is drawn from afresasial and
economic disadvantage. Participating parents were repregentétine entire
spectrum of the relevant school population. It was not possible¢otais the
exact status of each individual taking part in this part of theareh; hence it
was impossible to say what percentage fulfiled all of theerma for

educational disadvantage.

The findings from each interview question are presented belodings from

the individual interviews are presented first, followed by figdi from the
focus groups. The same method of analysis was used for both indisittial
focus group responses, using a grounded theory approach (Glaser 1992). Firs
every response was recorded and the material therein was. cOdagnaz
(2006, 43) tells us that ‘coding means categorizing segments afwdt a

short name that simultaneously summarizes and accounts forpemeh of
data.” Furthermore, ‘coding is more than a beginning; it shapeanalytic
frame from which you build the analysis’ (Charmaz 2006, 45). Inviaig,
themes were extracted from the responses which were themrisgedgunder
broad headings corresponding to the themes, e.g., communication, co-

operation, involvement, etc. Where there was a large numberaréd
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responses under the broad headings, these responses werebfoikerrdown

into sub-categories, enabling us to get an in-depth view of parental
understandings under each question heading. The data pertaining to each
guestion concludes with a table presenting the findings as tegfles the
categories and sub-categories, where relevant, in tabular férrshould be

borne in mind, with particular reference to reading percentabes all the
findings are based on qualitative data as parental responsksddé&sam open
guestions. When presenting the findings, both the actual numparesits and

the percentage of parents expressing the view are given.

In the case of each interview question, a discussion and inteigmetétthe

findings is presented.

4.3.1 Question 1. What does partnership between home and school
mean?

4.3.1.1 Findings from individual parents

Individual parental understandings of partnership fell under a numbeoad br
headings, of which the most important are: communication, co-apegrat
parental school involvement and home and school listening to eachndittiher
respect. The responses under the first two headings, commomieakil co-
operation, can be sub-divided under a number of further headings. When
reading the findings, it should be noted that most of the parergsngare than

one understanding of partnership. (This explains why, in most cases,

percentages total more than 100%).
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Figure 12: Individual parental understandings of parent-school pdmmers

(Broad categories)

Individual Understandings of
Partnership

X

Sixty-three per cent of the parents who gave their views aamgatent-school
partnership to mean communication between home and school. It means co
operation for 44%, while 18% see partnership as parental involvaméms
school. For 13%, partnership means parents and teachers listeeautother
with respect. Seven per cent see partnership as a goodnstghbetween
teachers and parents or as a support for parents respeckualyper cent
think that partnership means home/school links, a further 4% ssep#rents
feeling welcome and another 4% think partnership means parentsaghdrie
having a common interest in the child’s education. Three percomsider that
being in a Parents’ Association is an understanding of partnestipust 1%
views it as the school carrying out attendance checks on the pumgilas

mutual trust between home and school.
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431.1.1 Sub-cateqgories of responses to Question 1

431111 Partnership as communication

Figure 13: Partnership as communication

Partnership as Communication
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Some of those (71%) who understood partnership to mean communication
qualified their understanding of communication in this context. Tipietycent

of these parents (or 19% of total respondents) indicated thatship means
communication so that they would have a better understanding ofhbel sc
system. For 23% of these parents (15% of total respondemthership
means communication through parent-teacher meetings. Ninempe(6éo of

total respondents) see partnership as communicefidimeir child’s progress

A further 9% (6% of total respondents) see it as communicafigmmoblems

involving their child.

Comments from parents whose responses are in this sub-category

(communication) include:
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‘School should take more interest in child’s background to try and solve
problems that may occur in class.’

‘To me it means | get to know about my children’s education progre.’
‘Problems and anxieties can be discussed and hopefully rdsolve

‘School and parents meet regularly to progress issues.’

43.1.1.1.2 Partnership as co-operation

Figure 14: Partnership as co-operation

Partnership as Co-operation
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Moving on to those parents who view partnership as co-operation,080%
these parents (26% of total respondents) see partnership amgvimgether.’
Twenty per cent (9% of total respondents) of those who view psaliipeas co-
operation consider that partnership means bringing the home and the school
together, while 13% (6% of total respondents) view it as joirnsaecmaking.

The remaining 7% (4 parents) consider partnership to be ‘two-way
commitment to help the child,” ‘participation between parents soiwol,’

‘home and school intertwining’ and ‘achieving the same goals’'.
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In this sub-category of co-operation, some parents commentelioagst

‘The more school and parents stick together, the child is hagpreork and in
themselves and the more educated they become.’

‘It means working together to ensure your child’s future is getur

‘[It means] parents and teachers working together to makg fthiéd’'s
education fun and interesting.’

‘Work done in school should continue in the home. You learn in school &s wel

as at home.’

4.3.1.1.1.3 Partnership as involvement

Figure 15 : Partnership as involvement

Partnership as Involvement
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Eighteen per cent of the parents see partnership as involvefoeytone per
cent of those (7% of total) see involvement as school involntr@ed 25%
(4% of total) see it as home involvement. Some of the parentsnidrpreted
partnership as involvement (18% of total) specified the foligwiypes of

involvement:
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* Involvement with homework

» Participation in school functions

» Volunteering for classroom activities

» Parental involvement in classroom structure

» Parental involvement in ‘the direction the school is taking’

4.3.1.1.1.4  Partnership as listening/respecting views

Comments from some of the 13% who interpreted partnership as
listening/respecting views included:

‘Partnership ... means the school positively listening and respedtmg of
parents and vice-versa.’

‘If there is a problem and the parent goes to the schodctieol will listen.’

‘It means teachers including parents.’

‘[There should be an] acknowledgement of school management entgar
input.’

‘[It means] giving parents a chance to speak.’

4.3.1.1.1.5  Other understandings of partnership

Seven per cent view partnership as a support for parents, ‘a sgyptan
between home and school’ or ‘families supporting teachers.” A fuitesee

it as having a good relationship between home and school or, as enemar
it, ‘knowing that the school and the parent relate.” Four per-ceaw v
partnership as home/school links with another 4% stating that paimers
means that parents feel welcome in the school. A smalepege of parents

offered further understandings, viz., home and school having a common
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interest (4%), belonging to the Parents’ Association (3%), theascarrying

out attendance checks (1%) and mutual trust (1%).

4.3.1.1.2

parents)

Table 1: Parental understandings of partnership (Individual)

(Including sub-categories) (Where a sub-category belongs to a lateaybiy,

the broad category is

also listed.)

Summary of parental understandings of partnership (Individual

Parental
understanding of
parent-school
partnership

Number of parents who
expressed this
understanding (N.B.
Some parents expressed
more than one
understanding of term.)

Percentage of parents wi
expressed this
understanding (N.B.
Some parents expressed
more than one
understanding of term.)

Working together
(Co-operation)

18

26%

Communication  foi
better understandin
of school system
(Communication)

13
g

19%

Involvement of
parents in education i
the school and
home
(Involvement)

A

g

12
N
1

18%

Communication
through parent-teaché
meetings
(Communication)

10
2r

15%

Listening to each
other/mutual
of views

(Communication)

respeg

19

~

13%

Bringing the home
and the schoo
together
(Co-operation)

9%

Relationship betwee
home and school

7%

Support betwee

families and schools

7%




Communication of 4

child’s progress 6%
(Communication)

Communication of 4

problems  involving 6%
the child

(Communication)

Joint decision-making 4 6%
Home/school links 3 4%
Welcome for parents3

in the school 4%
Common parental and3

school interest in 4%
child’s education

Membership off 2

Parents’ Association 3%
School carrying outl

attendance checks 1%
Mutual trust 1 1%

Communication was clearly the most common understanding of pimérs
most parents (63%), followed by co-operation (44%) and involvement (18%).
By breaking down the data under the first two headings, commumicaitid
co-operation, and adding the sub-categories thus acquired to gunses
under the remaining headings, we get a more detailed picture exfstemtings

of parental partnership as can be seen in Table 1 above.

4.3.1.2 Question 1: Findings from focus group interviews

Table 2: Parental understandings of partnership (Focus Groups)

Parental understandings of parent-schdéumber of focus groups
partnership that expressed this

understanding (Out of @a
total of eight)

Working together 5
Involvement of parents in education in the schobl
and at home

Communication between parents and teach8rs
about the child/sharing ideas

Parents and teachers being on the same mind 2
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Parents feeling welcome in the school 2

Parents and teachers equal in decisjdh-
making/setting goals together

Parents and teachers listening to one another 1

Parents and teachers assuming joiht
responsibility for children’s education

Parents knowing what is going on in school 1

Parents feeling part of the system 1

As seen in Table 2, above, findings from the focus groups e¢hedthdings
from the individual interviews, with five of the eight groupsnsidering
partnership to mean ‘working together’ and half of the groups viewing
partnership as meaning good communication (communicating about child,
sharing ideas, knowing what is happening). Other understandings of
partnership included ‘involving parents and families in childrexfscation,’
parents and teachers listening to one another, joint responsitaitityhe
children’s education, joint goal-setting and decision-making and parents

‘feeling part of the system.’

4.3.1.3 Discussion and interpretation of findings: Question 1

The literature indicates that a difficulty arises in the enpdntation of
partnership with parents because of a lack of a common understaofdin
partnership (Vincent 1997, Brain and Reed 2003, MacGhiolla Phadraig 2005).
The parents of St. Mary’s have clearly articulated thigws on the meaning

of partnership. The definition of partnership chosen by the rdseafor the
purposes of the study/dissertation was that of Driessen, Smit larde®
(2005, 528) who believe that ‘educational partnership presupposes mutual
respect, shared interests and open communication between ptzaokers

and the school.” They define educational partnership as ‘the prateghich



partners aim to strengthen and support each others’ skills in orgeoduce
results which signify an improvement for the children involvedi€¢Bsen et al.
2005, 528). It is interesting to note that the parents in St. 'Matgntified
every single element of the first part of Driessen &4 ahderstanding in their
own understanding, viz., mutual respect, shared interests, operuoaration

and mutual support.

The parents involved in this research clearly equate good commaomigath
effective partnership. This communication is importanty tieel, for two-way
conveyance of information concerning the children and also for enabling
parents to know more about the school system. The latter is anweoytant
acknowledgment by the parents of St. Mary’s. Vincent and Tomlirs@gi/{,
cast a jaundiced eye on the concept of partnership, viewing at @mtrol
mechanism which ‘equates with little more than parents’ adierel at school
events and their passive receipt of information’ (Vincent Bomlinson 1997,
367). Judging by parental responses, the parents of St. Mary®ianserely
passive recipients of information. They view the informatioeytreceive as
valuable in helping them to get to know about the school systenrole€s
view (1997, 193) working-class parents are less endowed with cutpahl
than middle-class parents, ‘particularly with respect to dadud knowledge
such as in terms of how the education system works.” CrdZ&7] contends
that one needs to know what one wants from the education systeonand
needs to have the skills to get this for one’s children. Bgbnse, the parents

of St. Mary’s view partnership as a way of enhancing thédtural capital.
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An examination of the language used in the parental responses,dgangua
which refers to such aspects as working together, getting to kbowt the
education programme, parent-teacher discussion and continuationkdirevar
home to school, reveals no sense of parental passivity. Indeethriguage

conveys a sense of agency and a sense of joint parent-teadeenour.

The centrality of the child in parent-school partnership is ésibe@vident
from the comments of the parents. In this, the parents ayeeatvith Keyes
(not dated, 7) who notes that the child is at the heart opanent-teacher

relationship.

The parents’ views on involvement (See Section 4.3.1.1.1.3 appve&15-
216) can usefully be compared with Epstein’s typology. (See Qhbapte

pp. 96-97, for description of Epstein’s typology.) Epstein and her goksa
(Connors and Epstein 1995) have identified six types of parental/énaeht,
viz., basic obligations of families (Typel), basic obligatiofschools (Type
2), involvement at school (Type 3), involvement in learning dies/at home
(Type 4), involvement in decision-making, governance and advocapg @y
and collaboration and exchanges with community organizations (TypEh@).
types of involvement specified by the parents broadly cover ttefifie types
identified by Epstein. Type 6, collaboration and exchanges withmzonity
organizations does not feature in parental understandings. Typee.5, i.
involvement in decision-making, governance and advocacy, is weakly
identified, as can be seen if one examines all of the @dmr@sponses. Just 6%

of individual parents and two focus groups view joint decisioningaks an
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understanding of partnership. Membership of the Parents’ Assotiatas
mentioned by 3% of individual parents and no focus group. There was no
reference, in any interview, to parental membership of Buard of
Management. Where parents gave responses indicating that glagnaeans
listening/respecting views, there is a sense that thenfgaveew the school as
the dominant partner. As an illustration, amongst the views ssgulevere the
view that the school should listen if the parent comes withoalgm, that
teachers should include parents, that school management should leckgow
parents’ input and that parents should be given the chance to bgerent in
all of these views is an implicit understanding that the dchas, within its
remit, the right to bestow or withhold what is suggested. (Goenfhis to the
sense of agency and joint endeavour noted on the previous page. Raverds
sense of joint parent-teacher endeavour but a sense of thertbaoig ‘in
control’ emerges from parental replies.) In their analgéishe findings of a
study examining powerlessness in professional and parent relationsajos,
and Higgins (1998, 231) argue that the tentativeness of parents anethef
children’s learning ‘supported the teachers’ hegemony’ and thair ‘the
behaviour was implicit collusion with the teacher’'s use of powler.the
present study, teachers’ views were not sought. While, iropiv@on of the
researcher, the teachers in St. Mary’s would not considamgblves as
‘powerful’ in relation to parents, Todd and Higgins’s (1998) argument gesvi

food for thought.
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4.3.2 Question 2. How important is it to have partnership between
parents and school?

4.3.2.1 Findings from individual interviews

Figure 16: Importance of parent-school partnership

Importance of Parent-School Partnership
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While sixteen of the parents (24%) answered, ‘Very importatot,’this
qguestion, with a further parent stating that it is ‘impegdtiand another
‘essential,” most parents chose to answer by giving reasonisefgmportance
of parent-school partnership. Many parents gave more than one.réason
the replies to Question 1, there was an overriding emphasis bptparn
communication in their replies to this question. Sixty-five qemt of the
parents stated that partnership is important for reasons cangerni

communication and 37% see partnership as being important for reasons
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concerned with their child’s welfare. Reasons of lesser impmetéor having
partnership, in the parents’ view, were:

* Increased parental involvement (9%)

» Beneficial outcomes for parents (7%)

* Valuing of parents’ opinions (6%)

* Right of parents to be involved in partnership (4%)

» Facilitation of relationship between teachers and parents (4%

» Parents feeling welcome in the school (4%)

» Enablement of school/lhome blending (3%)

» Facilitation of joint decision-making (2%)

» Sharing of responsibility (1%)

* Making matters easier for parent and child (1%)

» Allowing provision of the best education (1%)

» To get better results (1%)

* Increase of trust (1%)

» Fostering of respect (1%)

* Increasing parents’ confidence in school (1%)
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4321.1 Sub-categories of response to Question 2

4.3.2.1.1.1 Communication

Figure 17: Partnership as communication

Importance of Partnership for Communication
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The views of parents who see partnership as important for comrhonica
reasons will now be examined. These views can be sub-divided undetber

of further headings. Thirty-four per-cent of these parents (22%otaf
respondents) consider partnership important so that they could rieae
about the school system. Some of the knowledge required was concéimed w
the immediate classroom environment because ‘all parents oe&dotv
what’'s going on in the school classroom which your child is in.” Gthesre
conscious of the need to know about school management. One parentli§tated:
you send a child to school without asking why things are done arcerdgi

you will never understand the system of the school.” Anotheanpadooked at
wider issues and stated: ‘Parents need to know how school is coping with
government cutbacks, shortages of teachers, classroomTsizeum up, ‘You

know better what's going on if you have partnership.’
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Twenty-three per-cent of these parents (15% of total respofdértsed
partnership as a way of tackling problems/concerns they had wittchid’s
schooling. Partnership ‘highlights problems’ and ‘if there is a prablyou
know you can talk to them [i.e., the teachers].” One pardnthiat ‘if there’s
no partnership and communication, children with problems can slip thrbegh t

net.’

Partnership is important for communicating the children’s progieske view
of 20% of these parents (13% of total respondents). It is ‘vepgiitant to let
parents know how well children are doing.” One parent stated hkatvsuld
like ‘to be kept informed about my child’s progress, commuranagkills and

adaptability.’

A further 20% (13% of total respondents) considered that partnerstap is
method of mutual understanding/information-giving between parants
teachers. The following comments were made by parents:

‘Both parties can learn from each other to highlight ways noproving
education.’

‘It's very important to have partnership between parents and schaowt £an
recognise our children’s faults, strengths and weaknesses.’

‘It's important to have communication on both levels [and] aness of both
parties on child’s needs.’

‘It's great that parents and teachers can communicateeBoRarents need to
know what’s happening with pupils in school and teacher needs to know what's

happening with [the] child at home.’
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‘[Partnership is important for] finding out where our children neeg hed
how we can help our children.’

‘[Partnership is important] so that parents are aware ofr tiohild's
development [and] teachers are aware of child’s family surrousding
‘[Partnership is important so] parents can see more clé&arly the teachers’

point of view.’

Finally, in this context, one parent considered that it is ‘ingmrto let

teachers know they have the support of parents.’

4.3.2.1.1.2 Welfare of Child

While some parents simply stated that partnership is impdotcduse it is
beneficial to the child, others gave reasons why this is $enVWonsidering
the responses of these parents under this heading, it is timgr@snote that
just 8% of the parents who considered partnership important éochid’s
welfare (3% of total respondents) saw partnership as importanpupil
outcomes. For 48% (18% of total respondents) partnership is impdotant
reasons concerning the child’s day-to-day experience in school. ifivhste
the child’s safety (4% of total respondents), security/confidgBé&), and
aspects of the child’'s general well-being at school includiognfart,
enjoyment, happiness, easier school life, ability to learnnter@ance of

interest in school and overall attitude to school (10% of tesgondents).



4.3.2.1.2

Summary of parental

understandings  of

importance

partnership (

Individual interviews)

Taking the sub-categories under communication and the child’s weifar

account, the table below gives a breakdown of the parentgbness to

Question Two.

Table 3: Parental understandings of importance of partnershipvifingi)

(Including sub-categories)

Parental understanding
the importance of paren
school partnership

»

Number of parents
ho expressed this
understanding

Percentage of parents
who expressed this
understanding

(N.B. Some parents(N.B. Some parents

Partnership is important: | expressed more tharexpressed more than
one understanding ofone understanding of
term.) term.)

in order to understand thel5 22%

school system

(Communication)

in order to ensure thel2 18%

child’'s day-to-day welfare

in the school

to help tackle problemsl10 15%

concerning the child

(Communication)

to communicate the child’s9 13%

progress

(Communication)

for mutual parent/teacher9 13%

help/understanding

(Communication)

to increase parentalb 9%

involvement

(Involvement)

so as to value parentsb 7%

views/increase respect/trust

to provide beneficial 5 7%

outcomes for parents

so that parents and teachets 7%

can work as a unit
(Co-operation)
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to exercise parents’ rights3 4%
to partnership

to improve parent-teacheB 4%
relationship

to make parents feeld 4%
welcome in the school

to increase pupilsf

educational outcomes 3 4%
to enable home/schopl 3%
blending

to facilitate joint decision; 1 1%
making

to facilitate sharing of1 1%
responsibility

to make matters easier fpi 1%
parent/child

to facilitate provision of the 1 1%
best education

4.3.2.2 Question 2: Findings from focus group interviews

Table 4: Parental understandings of importance of partnershipgyoup)

Parental understanding of the importance of parent-sg
partnership

Partnership is important:

daiber of
groups

that expressed
this
understanding

so that parents can see how children react to other chilalr
school

eh i

because children like it when parents are involved in schoadl 3
because parents can give teachers a better understanding 8f the
children

because teachers can have the support of parents 2
because children are happier if they think parents are happy
with the school

because teachers will be more comfortable approaching parents

if there is a problem

because parents can be shown how to help children|with
homework

to help parents to see how the school is run 1
to facilitate parents to attend classes 1

to ensure that parents are ‘on the same level’ as tsache

1

because child will be happier if there are two people ‘roo
for him/her

g’




because it helps the child if the school has an understand|ry of
him/her from parents

because it helps parents see how other children behave 1

As shown in Table 4, the views offered by the focus groups were mor
narrowly focused on children, parents and teachers than thoseindithdual
parents. Five of the eight groups cited communication as a nrefso
partnership, with four of these groups feeling partnership woulbleparents

to see how children react to other children in school and one viewing
partnership as helping parents see how other children behave. Fihe of
groups saw partnership as impacting on the child affectivelyhan three
groups felt that children like it when parents are involvedcaibol and two
groups expressed the opinion that children are happier if theytlieél
relationships between teacher and school are good. Another group tféttetha
child would be happy to know that there were two people ‘rooting’ fofttem
Three groups considered that partnership would help the teazhiewauld
provide support and a recognition by the teacher that he/she couldrtadyiyf
approach parents if there is a problem. Two groups saw benefitt@mes for
parents as a result of partnership. In the words of one groop,Would be on
the same level as the school if you were in partnership.” Andeit that
partnership would facilitate parents to attend classes. Firwally group stated
that partnership would facilitate parents and teachers workiggther and
another felt partnership was important because parents andreelve joint

responsibility for children’s education.
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4.3.2.3 Discussion and interpretation of findings: Question 2

OECD (1997, 27) has listed reasons why parents become involved in their
children’s education. These are: improved achievement, phmrshigation,
communication, influence, support for the school and support from tioelsc

An examination of the reasons why parents in St. Mary’s feghgrship is
important shows that many of the reasons fall under the OECQocets,
especially if we use the OECD categories as broad heading4al§’s parents

add parental right to partnership, the happiness of the ahddhe facilitation

of equality between parents and teachers.

According to Maring and Magelky (1990, 606), effective communicatidimeis
key to parent/community involvement. Alexander (1996, 19) claimstiieat

is little ‘constructive communication’ between teachers and pa@md that
most direct communication between home and school concerns admvsstrat
matters. Such functional communication did not feature at allthim
understandings of the parents of St. Mary’s, who place a high \aiue
communication. Their understanding of communication is a much richer one
centring on communication to acquire knowledge, communication to highlight
children’s progress and problems and communication for the purpose of
exchanging views and information between parents and teacheds. these
forms of communication are vital because, as Katz (1984 nhd=smis, teachers
and parents know children in different contexts, hence the necdssity

communicate.
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Four of the focus groups highlighted a further reason for partpenali, so
that parents can see how children react to other children in scbolén
(20004, 15) sees value in this activity, as well as in paretgscting with
teachers, and believes that parents’ social-capital \&llieninished when they
spend less time interacting with their children’s school friendsother

associates or when they do not know or interact with their emilslteachers.

While 18% of individual parents see partnership as important in toragrsure
the child’'s day-to-day welfare in the school, note that only s&%% it as a
pathway to improving educational outcomes, suggesting other pricasitees
more important for parents. Four focus groups consider that paimevs
increase the child’s happiness but no reference is made in ang pou
educational outcomes. A study by Crozier (1997) showed that the iways
which parents supported their children’s education differed along lohess
with working class parents relying more than middle class gamnteachers
as professionals and viewing education as a division of pareneteatiour.
This may explain why there was little emphasis on educat@rnabmes in the
responses: perhaps parents did not consider that they thembalesa
considerable influence on educational outcomes and that theytheéwole as
co-educators, which they identified in Question 1, as suppordtrer than

proactive.

Three focus groups stated that children like it when parents\atyed. This

may seem like a less weighty reason for partnership thareased

communication or improved outcomes. Yet, how the child feels about glarent
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involvement is of consequence. Ames et al. (1993, 15) remind usetondd
of the child’s receptiveness to involvement as ‘the subjeastiew of the child

becomes important in understanding the benefits of parent involvement.’

.The responses to Question 2 highlight the findings for Question 1hbat s
that the parents place little emphasis on Types 5 (involvemedécision-
making, governance and advocacy) and 6 (collaboration and exchanges wit
community organisations) of Epstein’s typology (Connors and Epstein 1995).
Two per cent of individual parents see partnership as impouafactlitate

joint decision-making and the matter does not receive a mefroom any
focus group. Community involvement is not mentioned by either individua

parents or focus groups.

Driessen et al. (2005, 528) define educational partnership aprdoess in
which partners aim to strengthen and support each others’ skitiedan to
produce results which signify an improvement for the children indolviene
parents in St. Mary’s clearly see partnership as a pracegsich partners aim
to strengthen and support each other’s skills in order to productsresith
signify an improvement for the children involved. This improvemantheir
view, centres mainly on the children’s day-to-day experience ischeol and

only marginally on educational outcomes.
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4.3.3 Question 3: What do you feel about parent-school partnership in
general?

4.3.3.1 Findings from individual interviews

There was an almost unanimously positive response from parentdimggar
parent-school partnership. Fifty per cent offered a favourable comegnt’l
think it is very good as it is very important for the teacher ganegnt to get
along’ or ‘I feel partnership is essential between parentsselnool.” Some of
these parents and all of the others provided comments regardingi¢nesron
parent-school partnership from a general viewpoint. These fekerutite
following headings:

» Communication (22%)

» Benefit to the child (9%)

* Relationships (9%)

* Involvement (6%)
In addition, individual parents proffered the following comments on
partnership:
‘It helps those [parents] who find homework with children difft.’
‘It generates a feeling of openness.’
‘Without help from parents, school can’t go smoothly. Without hélgchool,
[the] child can’t grow.’
‘At the end of the day, it's up to the parents to ensure and msgbod
partnership with teachers and the school. A teacher cardordg much.’
The only negative comment concerned the non-involvement of sareetg:
‘I think only some parents avail of the system and it's a ghafhhe same

parents time and time again show up for meetings.’
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43311 Sub-category of responses to Question 3 (Individual parents)

4.3.3.1.1.1 Communication
Communication featured largely again in the responses to teistign but,
interestingly, from a different angle to that of the two mes questions. In
Question 1, 19% of the parents understood partnership to mean contionnica
to them by the school of information regarding the school sydte@uestion
2, 22% of the parents considered partnership to be importardtshély would
have a better knowledge of the system. When asked how thewbieitt
partnership in general, in this question, while 22% listed factor&erning
communication, only 4% listed factors concerned with gettngniow more
about the system. This group included one parent who commented: ‘Some
parents can’t read and write. (With HSCL) they can do kalrses. The more
you learn the more you can help your child. They’ll get dtebé
The other responses were:
» general responses (7%), e.g., ‘There should be regular and céontinua
contact between both parents and teachers.’
* responses concerning the child’s progress (4%), e.g., ‘I thislkgiteiat.
For example, parent-teacher meetings let you know what’s happaning i
a major part of our children’s lives.’
* responses concerning the communication of problems (4%), e.gl, ‘I fee
it is very important to communicate on a regular basis withieheher
to find out if the child is happy and any problems that may be

happening at school and at home.’
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e responses concerning mutual understanding/information-giving
between parents and teachers (3%), e.g., ‘It's an ertétlea so that

information is directly given to both parents and teachers.’

4.3.3.1.1.2 Benefit to the child

One parent considered that ‘the more partnership there isetter lshance
there will be for children to succeed.” The other commests#red on the
children’s feelings:

‘| think it makes life easier for the child when they know pasearid teachers
communicate.’

‘The kids are delighted that the parents show up for meedimgsire proud.’
‘It's so beneficial for the kids to see their parents integsand encouraging

towards the kids.’

4.3.3.1.1.3 Improvement of relationships

The change in parent-teacher relationships in recent timesiglagghted by
one parent, as follows: ‘Years ago, school and teachers tgengraup (38)
were frightening. Now it's great to be able to speak and feéli@emdly terms
with teachers.” Another thought partnership is a great idehféed a lot more
comfortable and important with working with the school and my children.
Partnership ‘develops a close relationship both inside and outsidehbel s
environment’ and ‘helps you to get to know your child’s teacher.” gbad
relationship is established ‘issues that arise may be déltproperly and
easily.’ Finally, in the words of one parent, ‘It's an excdlieiea as it fosters a

sense of community.’
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433114 Involvement

One parent summed up the responses in this category wheatsie s
| think it is very good that parents today can help and have ia sagir
child’s education and put their ideas forward. As there aret aflo

children in one class and [the children] cannot get individual hegmwh
needed parents can help in that way.

4.3.3.1.2 Summary of parental feelings on parent-school partnership in

general (Individual interviews)

While communication and involvement were again highlighted, ountatte
was drawn, in the responses to this question, to the importdriostering,

through partnership, parent-teacher relationships.

Table 5: Parental feelings on parent-school partnership inaj€hedividual)

Parents’ feelings about parent-schoblumber of Percentage of
partnership in general parents parents
who expressed | who expressed
this this

understanding | understanding
Parent-school partnership:

results in benefits for the children 6 9%
enhances parent-teacher relationships 6 9%
facilitates general home/schadb 7%

communication
(Communication)

facilitates parental involvement ™ 6%
school

(Involvement)

allows parents to understand more abdit 4%

the school system
(Communication)

facilitates communication of children/s3 4%
progress
(Communication)




facilitates communication of children/s3 4%

problems
(Communication)
facilitates mutual understanding 3%

between parents and teachers
(Communication)

4.3.3.2 Question 3: Findings from focus group interviews

Table 6: Parental feelings on parent-school partnership in ge(fevaus
Groups)

Parents’ feelings about parent-school partnership Namber of groups

general that expressed
this

Parent-school partnership: understanding

has improved in recent years 2

enhances parent-teacher relations 2

benefits children 2

is promoted by the HSCL Scheme 1

leads to parent-teacher equality 1

can capitalise on willingness of parents to be involved 1

enhances communication 1

Focus group feelings on parent-school partnership were unanimouslyeositi
Two groups expressed satisfaction concerning the fact that areout
relations had improved in recent years, that the situation wheuecouldn’t
approach the teacher’ has ended. One group praised the HSCL Smheéme
noted its benefits to the school. Two groups felt that partnersiiipnees
parent-teacher relations. One group considered that partnershigsceguality
between parents and teachers and allows parents to be ‘anhibdesel’ as
teachers. Two groups saw partnership as resulting in ber@fithifdren. One
of these thought that children are more comfortable when pasniavolved
and that ‘the more people that are working for the childrem,bétter.” The
other group stated that children love parental involvement andittiata

change’ for them when parents come into the school. Another gragsexdr
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the willingness of parents to become involved. Just one group mentioned
communication in the context of its feelings on partnership in gerstating

that, through partnership, ‘you are kept informed all the time.’

4.3.3.3 Discussion and interpretation of findings: Question 3

While the findings from this question reinforced the findings frdva two
previous questions, particularly on the importance of partnershipsterf
communication and involvement and to enhance the welfare of tlg ttere
was an increased emphasis in the responses to this questioreontgacher
relationships. This understanding is important because, as Bagltiz0B)
reminds us, schools in which pupils do well are all characterizedoby
home-school relations. The improvement in recent years in paeaiteie
relationships was referred to both in individual interviews and fgrosps.
This improvement enables joint problem-solving and fosters equatitly a

sense of community.

4.3.4 Question 4: From your own experience, what do you feel about
par ent-school partnership?

4.3.4.1 Findings from individual interviews

This question evoked an overwhelmingly positive reply from the indiVidua
parents (91%), with just 9% expressing lack of satisfaction andheéoparent)
who had never experienced partnership. Those who were dissatisédda
lack of effort on the school’s part to promote partnership, dé$setion with
the way the school dealt with problems or the fact that pareeate only

contacted when there was a problem and general lack of cooatiani
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Comments from the satisfied parents included the following:

‘| think it is very good and healthy for the school environment.’

‘| feel OK. | have no problems. | have always been happly thie partnership.’
‘From my experience, parent-school partnership is very goddsrst¢hool.’

‘In my experience, | have never had any problems with thisee tHis school
has an open-door policy.’

‘It's good and beneficial that the Home/School Links Teacher Ipgssence in

the morning.’

43411 Sub-categories of reponses to Question 4 (Individual parents)
4.3.4.1.1.1 Communication

While individual parents stated that they felt welcomed and céspeas a
result of parent-school partnership and that relationships had iethrs a
result, good communication as a result of partnership receivepecak
mention from 28% of total respondents. Replies from these pdedmsainly
under the headings of ease of communication with the class te82B&r ¢r
9% of total respondents), good communication of children’s progress (#6%,
7% of total respondents) and communication enabling parents to undehgtand

system (21%, or 6% of total respondents).

Replies from parents to this question included the following:

‘I have been involved with reading with the First Class pupis$ year which

was a good experience.’
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‘| feel it to be extremely beneficial as it gets you invamhvin a very important
part of your child’s development.’

‘The school is always trying to get the parents involved Wighschool.’

‘I've never had a problem with the school or the teacher and I've bliatles

for Funwith kids which was fab.’

‘| feel I'm able to approach the school easily if | have a probdend find that
together we can sort it.’

‘It works well for me. | know what my child is doing, is capabfeand how it
can be improved where necessary.’

‘It has given me more of an insight into the everyday runningchba and

how teachers work with students.’

4.3.4.1.1.2  Other sub-categories

Thirteen per cent of parents considered that partnership balleckin their
becoming involved in the school. For 10%, partnership had benefited their
child, for 7% it had facilitated the development of good paresttier
relationships and for 4% it had enabled co-operation. One parettigekhe

felt welcome in the school as a result of partnership, antgheespected and

yet another felt that partnership had made learning funai@mps and children.

4.3.4.1.2 Summary of parental feelings on parent-school partnership,

from parents’ own experience (Individual interviews)

The table below shows a breakdown of parental replies on how péehts

from their own experience, about parent-school partnership. ({Natesome
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parents simply stated that they had or had not had a favourabléeagpeof

partnership. Only some elaborated.)

Table 7: Feelings on partnership from parents’ own experience (Individua

(Including sub-categories)

Parents’ views of their owphNumber of parents Percentage of
experience  of  parent-schoolvho expressed thisparents who

partnership view expressed this view
Through partnership, parents hgve 13%

become involved in school

activities.

Partnership has benefited their 10%

children.

Through partnership, parents weré 9%

able to communicate easily with
class teachers.

Through partnership, parents werg 7%
able to learn about their children’s
progress.

Through partnership, good parent 7%
teacher relationships developed.

Through partnership, parents weré 6%
able to learn about the schqol
system.

Partnership is lacking becausé 6%
there is not enough

communication.

Partnership has enabled ¢® 4%
operation between parents and
teachers.

Parents feel welcome as a result af 1%
partnership.

Parents feel respected as a resilt 1%
of partnership.

Partnership has made learning fuh 1%
for parents and children.

Parent could not be involved jri 1%
partnership because of work
commitments.

Parent was contacted by schodl 1%
only when a problem arose.

School does not encourage enoudh 1%
partnership. T
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4.3.4.2Question 4: Findings from focus group interviews

Table 8: Feelings on partnership from parents’ own experienaei$Fsroups)

Parents’ views of their own experience of parent-schdalmber of
partnership groups
that  expressed
this
understanding
There are problems with communication. 3
Communication is good. 2

There are personal benefits for parents accruing fram
partnership.

Parents are always listened to in school. 2
Children like it when parents are involved. 2

Parents are consulted enough. 1
Joint goal-setting does not take place. 1

Five of the eight focus groups mentioned communication icdhéext of their
feelings, from their own experience, on parent-school partnerShige of
these groups highlighted problems concerning communication. One group
considered that they only knew what was happening in school through
communication with their children and another that there should be more
parent-teacher meetings. A third group expressed the view than parents

are told that a child could ‘do better,” parents often do not know bdvelp a

child to improve. Two groups considered that parent-teacher comriionisa
good and that parents learn a lot from their child’s homework jou@rae
group saw the classroom environment as providing much
information/knowledge for parents. For two groups, there were pérsona
benefits from partnership. One of these groups saw befrefismeeting with
other parents. The other group considered that, through partnershigpiyeu

out of school relaxed and happy that your child is not upset.” Two further

245



groups felt that they were always listened to in the schawd @oup stated
that parents are always consulted, though another group felt tiestgpand
teachers do not set goals together. Two groups considered tinathildren

liked the fact that the parents were involved in the schoolobetof these

groups stated that younger children like it more than older childre

4.3.4.3 Discussion and interpretation of findings: Question 4

Despite the significantly positive response to this questioe, fihdings
indicate a clear gap between parental theories on parent-garowrship and

actual practice.

The findings from this question show that parents view commuarcabt just

as an element of partnership but also as an outcome. While 28% list
improved communication as a result of partnership, 6% voiced @ptitat
partnership was lacking because there was not enough communic@tian.
indicates that the communication processes in place in the schonobtd
adequately serve all parents. A further issue arisesimé¢nat a mere 6% said
that partnership had enabled them to learn about the school sysiemas/
22% of the same parents indicated, in response to Question Pattrarship

is important in order to understand the school system.

Moving on to co-operation, we saw that, in reply to Question 1, @6parents
viewed partnership as parents and teachers working togetltkee fimdings to
Question 4, only 4% stated that partnership had resulted in iadrezs

operation between themselves and the teachers.
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While 18% of parents indicated that they saw partnership asvemwent, in
their replies to Question 1, just 13% listed involvementaasoutcome of
partnership for themselves. A further cause for reflectiosearfrom the fact
that only 10% noted benefits for their children as a result eh@ahip while,
in response to Question 2, 18% stated that partnership is imptartensure
the child’s day-to-day welfare in the school with a further 4éeirg
partnership as important to increase pupils’ educational outcortes.
evidence provided from the findings to Question 3 seems to poihetatt
that a majority of parents do not see themselves as being idvaik hence,

do not see concomitant outcomes for their children.

While all of the issues identified in this paragraph mudiaken seriously, the
paragraph should be read with qualification. First, the resporesestiae result

of an open question and the findings reflect the exact responsesestifis
might be different ifall of the parents had been asked direct questions, e.g.,
“Have you learned more about the school system as a result of
communication?”, “Has partnership increased your involvemeet®” Second,
when they referred to involvement, they may have been refetwirsghool
involvement only and not to the whole spectrum of parental involvement

education.

The above qualifications notwithstanding, the findings present leeca for

the school and the project. As regards the reported low levalolvement,

we should remember Epstein’s (1995, 217) finding that ‘teacheastipes to
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involve families are as or more important than family backgrotarthbles
such as race or ethnicity, social class, marital statusother’s work status for
determining whether and how parents become involved in their afigdre
education.” This is not to assume that putting involvement inepligc
unproblematic. A study by McKibbin et al. (1998) found that most psrent
wanted to be involved but were not and that, even when they got the

opportunity, most did not respond.

4.35 Question 5. In general, what are the issues relating to parent-
school partnership?

4.3.5.1 Findings from individual interviews

The greatest issue relating to parent-school partnershigeirview of the
parents, is work commitments, with 43% citing this as a poss#nger. This
was followed by childcare issues (34%) and lack of time (15%gINevper
cent considered that poor communication between parents and seechlet
be an issue and 10% were of the opinion that unapproachable tecmhiers
hinder partnership. Other issues cited included personal ismrestal attitude

and lack of parental interest and confidence.
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Table 9: General issues relating to partnership (Individua

Issue

Number of paren

expressing this view

tPercentage of paren

expressing this view

ts

Work commitments 29 43%
Childcare 23 34%
Lack of time 10 15%
Unapproachable teachers 7 10%
Poor parent-teacher 8 12%
communication

Personal issues 5 7%
Parental attitudes 4 6%
Home factors 3 4%
No issues perceived 3 4%
Lack of parental interest 2 3%
Lack of parental 1 1%
confidence

Timing of involvement 1 1%
activities

Exclusion of parents from1l 1%
decision-making

Awkward parents 1 1%
Lack of parking 1 1%




4.3.5.2Question 5: Findings from focus group interviews

Table 10: General issues relating to partnership (FoomspS)

Issue Number of groups
that expressed this
view

Work commitments 8

Childcare 8

Time issues 8

Large families 4

Parent only concerned with own child 1

Parent nervous of involvement 1

Parent’s dislike of being approached by teacher 1

Parent feeling guilty because of inability to be involyed

Parent’s lack of knowledge of how to help child 1

Vagueness about homework requirements 1

Unapproachable teachers 1

Lack of mutual parent/teacher trust 1

Not enough parent/teacher meetings 1

All groups considered parents’ work commitments, childcare and time
available to parents to be issues relating to parent-schowlepsrip. Four
groups considered large families to be an issue. For four groupscthdd be
issues to do with the individual parent, viz., nervousness, kedisf being
approached by teachers, a feeling of guilt at not being ableitvdged or a
lack of knowledge as to how to help their children, especially dider
children. One group thought a problem may arise because of théhdhc
parents are often only concerned with their own children, wldehers must

be concerned with all children, A further group considered tiea¢ ttould be a
vagueness around older primary children’s homework, that it isretsie
supervise homework for the younger children as homework requirements are

sent home on a sheet weekly. One group felt that there coulduess isf trust
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or issues arising when the teacher is not approachable. Fioally group

expressed the opinion that there were not enough parent/teaebings.

4.3.5.3 Discussion and interpretation of findings: Question 5

Respondents in both individual interviews and focus groups identified wor
commitments, time and childcare as issues relating to npsachool
partnership. These issues have also been identified in tdratdre (e.g.,
Crozier 1999, Davies 1990, Dolan and Haxby 1995). The question ibeaee t
issues that the school can do something about, or are they cdynpéstend

the control of the school? Brain and Reed (2003) wonder whether traihing
parents to take more interest would make a difference, if economi
circumstances or home background were not changed. Haynes and iBen-Av
(1996) take a different stance, arguing that when parents nae@ningful
roles pertinent to the functioning of the school,” then ‘even work comemits

are not seen as obstacles but rather as logistical problemedroheolving.’
This argument puts the onus firmly on the school to examinevtdviement

strategies to ensure that parental roles are meaningful.

Both individual and focus group interviewees expressed a view ¢hahér
attitudes can be an issue. Mittler (2000, 151) contends that ‘maegtpare
apprehensive and anxious about going to schools because they aeergtiilg
the history of their own experiences of teachers and schookagents may
therefore attribute attitudes to teachers based on their dvaolsexperiences.
That is not to say that unapproachable teachers do not existerqQib299a,

327) argues that ‘parents’ perception of teachers as superiodistadt is



reinforced by teachers’ own stance’ and that ‘this does littlentmourage
parents into a more proactive partnership.’ The lack of profedgiainang for
teachers to help them develop partnerships with parents hasnbtssh in
Chapter Two and, as Hornby (2002) reminds us, teachers need amcess t
ongoing professional development activities to help them develop these

partnerships.

Twelve per cent of individual parents have noted poor parent-teache
communication as an issue. This lack of communication could résuit
parents feeling teachers are unapproachable, or, indeed,evaa-{Note that
‘awkward parents’ were cited as a possible issue.) It cdsl r@sult from
some of the other factors identified by the parents as issugs, parental
attitudes, lack of parental interest or not enough parent-teasdetings. The
issue of few parent-teacher meetings is outside of theataritthe school as
the frequency of meetings is a DES matter, as has been na@¥pter Two

(p. 165). As regards opportunities to meet and communicate witmtpare
outside of formal meetings, there are time constraints ahées, as has also

been noted in Chapter Two (p. 165).
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4.3.6 Question 6: From your experience, what are the issues relating to
parent-school partnership?

4.3.6.1 Findings from individual interviews

4.3.6.1.1 Sub-cateqories of responses to Question 6

4.3.6.1.1.1 Noissues

For 21% of parents, there were no issues relating to parent-schvarghip,
from their own experience.

Some parents commented as follows:

‘Personally, | don’t find it hard. | try to get involved as muwshpossible and
join in class work when | can. | love working with the kids.

‘I never had an experience where | could not come to speak to tertea
someone about something in school. | try to get involved as naitltan. |
actually enjoy it.’

‘I don't find it hard to come to school at any time unless itois gersonal
reasons. | try to get involved as much as | can. | love i

‘I don’t think making home/school partnership work is hard, espediajigu
find the teachers approachable.’

‘It's very rewarding for both yourself and your children.’

‘As I'm not working at the moment and don’'t have any younger childiren

currently don’t have a problem.’

4.3.6.1.1.2 Work issues
For 34% of parents, work commitments was a difficulty fanth Working
full-time, both parents working and shift work were among the difiesilt

encountered. One parent commented, ‘As | am a full-time worpangnt, at
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times it can be difficult to be in contact with the school regyland to attend

things that the school may need support on.’

4.3.6.1.1.3 Childminding issues

Difficulty with childminding proved the next biggest obstaclé&hvwB81% citing

this as a difficulty. One mother stated: ‘We have our own busiaed a baby.
| would love to give more than | do, for exampleBiadging the Gapbut | am

unable to due to these reasons.” Another said, ‘It is hard when't have a

family nearby to mind my children.’

4.3.6.1.1.4 Time issues
For 7%, there were time difficulties. As one parent putHar‘me, it's time

constraints as we both work full time but we do make an dffgget involved.’

4.3.6.1.1.5 Further issues

A further 7% thought that teachers could hinder partnership. Teaaker are
too strict, teachers unwilling to listen to children’s probleand teachers and
parents who may be unwilling to participate in partnerships wieteed as
potential issues. Lack of communication between home and school evaasse
an obstacle to partnership by another 7%. Other issues cited mispaere
home factors, e.g., marriage break-up (5%), lack of knowledge &loauto

help the child (2%), lack of trust (2%) and lack of pareataifidence (2%).
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4.3.6.1.2 Summary of parental understandings of issues relating to

parent-school partnership, from their own experience

(Individual interviews)

One fifth of the parents had no issue with partnership, ftheir own
experience. Work commitments proved to be the most significarg fss the

parents, followed by childminding.

Table 11: Partnership issues from parents’ own experiendw&igdual)

Issue/No issue Number of parenBercentage of parents
expressing this view expressing this view

Work commitments 23 34%

No issue 14 21%

Childminding 21 31%

Time available 5 7%

Teacher factors 5 7%

Home factors 3 5%

Lack of parental knowledge grl 2%

how to help with child’s

education

Lack of trust between parentd 2%

and teachers

Lack of parental confidence 1 2%
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4.3.6.2 Question 6: Findings from focus group interviews

Table 12: Partnership issues from parents’ own experienoeigFsroups)

Issue Number of groups
that expressed this
view

Work commitments 3

Childcare 3

Parent/Teacher meetings too early 1

Parent/Teacher meetings too infrequebt

Parent/teacher meetings adequate 1

Three groups cited work commitments as personal issues hinderingrphip

and a further three childminding commitments. (See Table 12, abbke.
only other issue that arose in response to this question was a mgoncer
articulated by two groups, regarding parent-teacher meef@mws.group felt
that the annual parent-teacher meeting in November is tboieahe school
year. A second group considered that two or three meetings ,an&eaad of
one, would be better. Expressing an opposing view, a third group letieste
one parent-teacher meeting a year is enough as ‘too many rsesmgause

anxiety for the child, they may think there’s a problem.”’

4.3.6.3Discussion and interpretation of findings: Question 6

Issues concerning work, time and childcare commitments warenented

upon in the analysis of Question 5 findings. Judging by focus group responses
to Question 6, a consensus on timing/frequency of parent-teachéngeee
could be difficult to achieve. The issue of childcare can Factmr militating
against school involvement for many parents. A study by Dolan and Haxby

(1995) on factors affecting dropout and participation in parent inteovent
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programmes found that schools with the highest parental attendathcadst

of their families within walking distance and had options for cbdde. Home
factors were mentioned as an issue by some individual paretits present
study. These factors could be concerned with time or childcarecduid
equally be related to difficulties in the home, e.g., povditiiealth or marital
breakdown. For one parent, a lack of parental knowledge on hoelpdhe
child was an issue and, for another, a lack of parental cooBd&inders and
Lewis (1994) remind us that some parents feel disenfranchisedsithool
settings and claim that most schools send home school work with litt
information on how to complete it. They further contend that fearécurring

theme for some parents — fear of appearing foolish or beinghdesstood.

4.4 | mplications of findings for resear ch project

The understandings provided in this part of the research were usad as
foundation for the action research project. Parents and schoolstafiable to
use the understandings both as a guide for action and as a sourtzvofiea

evaluating that action.

At the base of the project, and supporting it, was the sefidesparents have of
themselves as co-educators as well as the positivedattihey display towards
parent-school partnership. The centrality of the child in their nstaleding of
partnership provided an excellent starting point. As Heywood-EvEreao,
169) reminds us:
For partnership to come into being, teachers and parents must find a
common agenda which begins with the child and the children of a

school, identify their own group’s common educational values and then
set out their agreed process aims to meet them.
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CHAPTER FIVE: MAIN ACTION SPIRALS

51 Introduction

In this chapter the two main action spirals will be descriée first action
spiral was implemented with parents of Junior Infants, cleildren in their
first year at primary school, aged approximately 4-5 years.s€hend action
spiral involved parents of children in Second Class, in their foyetdr at
primary school, aged approximately 7-8 years. Evaluation ofitliens in
each spiral will be presented and changes that took placeessilaaf each
action will be documented. At the end of the chapter, findirga post-action
interviews carried out with the parents participating in botinalspwill be
presented and compared with findings from the pre-action phaseyittethe
findings that comprised the shared understanding at pre-action stage.
Differences in parental understandings and experience of riméollowing

the action will be noted.

52 First action spiral: Action research with parents of Junior Infant

children
The first action spiral consisted of three mini-spiralsheae building on and
using the experience and learning gleaned from the previous one. Each
succeeding mini-spiral has a component not contained in the prerieu3he
first mini-spiral consisted of two classroom activities for siaene children in

their Junior Infant and Senior Infant years, i.e., their firgt second years at
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school, planned and implemented by a group of six parents, in co-operation
with the children’s class teachers, the HSCL Coordinatorlandessearcher.

A consciousness of the Revised Curriculum emerged in the secandpinal,

in which the same parents, in consultation with the teachersmqdaan inter-
curricular activity for the same children, in their Seridant year. In the third
mini-spiral, the same parents extended their plan for thedateicular activity

to include all classes in the school. This whole-school activaty written into

the curriculum planning section of the school plan.

According to the School Development Planning Support Service (heeginaft
SDPS), ‘the school plan deals to a significant degree witkdtiang of targets
and specification of achievement objectives’ (SDPS Prin2@35, 12). The
SDPS suggests that a school plan should contain general schds| dekeol
vision and aims, organizational policies, curriculum plans, procedames
practices and a development section (SDPS Primary 2005, 14-¥8. (S
Appendix IV for information on school planning.) A national progreg®nte

on the School Development Planning Initiative (Department of HEiducand
Science 2003a, 29) indicated that 90% of parental involvement in school
planning was to be found in organizational (as opposed to curricular) qanni
Prior to the present action research, parents in St. Maagideen involved in
formulating organizational policies, e.g., Code of DiscipliAati-Bullying
Policy, Substance Misuse Policy, etc., but had not been invaivedrricular
planning. The involvement by parents in curricular planning during thenact
research therefore represents a significant developmenteintabparticipation

in school planning in St. Mary’s.



5.21 First action spiral: Mini-Spiral One
This mini-spiral consisted of two classroom activities forghme children in
their Junior Infant and Senior Infant years, planned and implemented by

group of six parents, in which fun was the most important eleme

5.2.1.1 Identifying and clarifying the general idea

We had, in the 2006/2007 school year, a common understanding of parent-
school partnership acquired through the pre-action spiral and 100% agteeme
from the parents who had given their views in that spiraltthstpartnership is

an essential component of children’s education. We also had aHB&4
Coordinator who, as in the case of her predecessor, was happtidpgia in

the action research project, the aim of which was to inergasent-school

partnership.

5.2.1.2 Reconnaissance

‘The aims of any action research project or program are to abagt practical
improvement, innovation, change or development of social praetice the
practitioners’ better understanding of their practices’ (ZuberrBk&996, 83).
In considering ways to achieve these aims, it was now ealsémtlink the
researcher and research participants ‘into a single comynahiinterested
colleagues’ (Winter 1996, 14). Since this action was going tdnfd a
continuum of parent-school partnership practices in the schosljntportant
to note that a community of interested colleagues was alreadgde tfirough
the HSCL Scheme. What was now needed was the formation of gobups

parents who would work specifically on this action project to impmaent-
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school partnership, to add to the existing situation, to contribuga increased
understanding of how partnership takes place and to answer thechesear
guestion, ‘How can parent-school partnership be improved in an urinaaryr

school?’.

The following were lined up in table form, as shown in Table 18&wael
parental involvement types identified by Epstein (Column 1), legal
requirements with regard to parents under the Education Act, 199&{C 2),

key issues arising from the focus group interview findings predentChapter

Four (Column 3), key issues arising from individual parent interfiedings
presented in Chapter Four (Column 4), key issues arising freroase studies

of parents of children who may be at risk of educational disadvantage
presented in Chapter Six (Column 5) and the position in the schboleggrd

to parent-school partnership as determined by policies, documents and

statistical data in place in school (Column 6).

Arising from this information, the researcher identifiedaa where there were
gaps between theory and practice. These areas, outlined in Tabkloiv
were presented for consideration to the parents for possible userhyirt the

development of an action plan.



Table 13: Pre-Action Key Issues Chart

Epstein’s Education Key issues Key issues Key issues Pre-action
Typology Act, 1998 emerging emerging emerging position in
Require- from Focus from from case school with
ments Groups individual studies regard to
parent parent-
interviews school
partnership
as
determined
by policies,
documents
and
statistical
data in place
in school
Type 1 The Issues focused Issues focused Parents saw it | School
Basic Education Act| on school, not | on school, not | as their supports
obligations | is concerned | home home responsibility | parents in
of families | with to provide their efforts to
education children with | provide home
provided in all they needed| environment
the school, for school and | supportive of
not with to get them to | learning.
education school. Much support
provided in provided by
the home. HSCL
Coordinator.
DES school
book grant
received by
school for
needy
families.
Type 2: Promotion by | Liaison not Liaison not Liaison not Formal and
Basic school of specifically specifically specifically informal
obligations | effective mentioned as | mentioned as | mentioned as | structures in
of schools | liaison with understanding | understanding | understanding | the school for
parents of partnership | of partnership | of partnership | fostering
(Article 6g) but inherent in| but inherent in| but inherent in | liaison, i.e.,
understandings understandings understandingg Parents’
Association,
Work of the Work of the Work of the parent-teachef
HSCL HSCL HSCL meetings,
Coordinator Coordinator Coordinator opportunities
acknowledged| acknowledged| acknowledged | to meet
informally.
HSCL
Coordinator
plays a vital
role.
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Type 2: Use by school| Not mentioned| Not mentioned| Not mentioned | Moral,
Basic of its by parents by parents by parents spiritual,
obligations | available social and
of schools | resources to personal
promote the development
moral, and health
spiritual, education
social and provided
personal through ethos
development and climate of
of students the school,
and provide the
health curriculum,
education for and through
them, in extra-
consultation curricular
with their activities.
parents Parents
(Article 9d) consulted
through the
formal
structures,
i.e., Board of
Management
Parents’
Association
and policy-
making
groups
Type 2: Provision of | Three focus Six per cent of| School reports | Records
Basic records of groups individual can cause relating to the
obligations | students’ considered parents frustration as | children’s
of schools | progress communi- considered they are sent | progress and
(Article 9g) cation betweer partnership out during the | the results of
parents and important to summer evaluation are
Provision of | teachers to be | communicate | holidays when | provided for
results of an understand; children’s teachers are parents.
evaluation ing of progress. not available | Reporting of
(Article 22: partnership but for progress takes
2b) did not consultation. place mainly
specifically Parent-teacher| through end-
mention the meetings are | of-year
passing on of considered to | school reports
information be too short, | and parent-
regarding too infrequent | teacher
children’s and too early | meetings.
progress. in the school
year.
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Type 2: Communic- | Three of the | Sixty-three per| All of the case | Formal
Basic ation to eight focus cent of study parents | procedures in
obligations | parents of groups individual felt that place for
of schools | school policy | considered parents communication| commun-
(Article15:2d) | partnership to | considered between them | ication to
and plan mean parent- | partnership to | and the school | parents of
(Article 21:4) | teacher mean was very good.| school policy
and of matter§ communi- communic- A problem was| and for
relating to the | cation. ation between | identified, informing
operation and| No focus home and however, with | parents of
performance | group school. written matters
of the school | mentioned No individual | communication| relating to the
with communi- parent Notes brought | operation and
particular cation of mentioned home by performance
reference to | school policy | communi- children get of the school
the or plan or cation of lost or the and to the
achievement | communi- school policy | information achievement
of objectives | cation about | or plan or therein may of objectives
as setoutin | the communi- not adequately| as set out in
school plan achievement | cation about | convey the the school
(Article 20). of objectives | the achieve- | intended plan. These
as setoutin | ment of message. formal
the school objectives as | No case study | procedures
plan. set out in the | parent operate
school plan. mentioned through the
communication| Board of
of school Management
policy or plan | and the
or Parents’
communication| Association.
about the
achievement of
objectives as
set out in the
school plan.
Type 2: Account- Accountability | Accountability | Accountability | A monthly
Basic ability by by the school | by the school | by the school | report on the
obligations | schools to to parents was| to parents was| to parents was| use of
of schools | parents not mentioned | not mentioned | not mentioned | resources is
regarding by any focus | by any by any case made by the
efficient use | group. individual study parent. | Treasurer of
of resources parent the Board of

Article15:2f)

Availability
of accounts
for inspection
by parents
(Article 18:2)

Management
to the Board,
which
includes two
parent
represent-
atives.
Resources are
subject to
both local
auditing
procedures
and DES
audits.

h
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Type 2: Responsibility| Creating Creating Creating The creation
Basic of schools, school school school of a school
obligations | with boards environment | environment | environment environment
of schools | and parents, | supportive of | supportive of | supportive of | supportive of
for the learning was | learning was | learning was | learning is
creation of a | not mentioned | not mentioned | not mentioned | part of the
school by any by any by any case school’'s
environment | focus group. | individual study parent. | ethos.
which is parent.
supportive of
learning
(Article
23:2¢)
Type 3: Encourage- | Half of the Eighteen per | Involvementis | Teachers
Parental ment by focus groups | cent of difficult/ work with
involve- principal of identified individual impossible for | parents to
ment at the involvement parents some of the involve them
school involvement | as an identified case study in learning
of parents in | understanding | involvement | parents. activities at
the education | of partnership.| of parents in home through
of the education at homework
students and | Findings from | school and at journals,
in the one focus home as an through the
achievement | group understanding provision of
of the indicated that | of partnership. courses for
objectives of | joint goal- Thirteen per parents by
the school setting does | cent stated tha] HSCL to help
(Article 23: not take place.| they had them help
2e) become more children with
The involved as a their
involvement result of homework
of parents in | partnership. and through
the No parent the delivery
achievement | mentioned that of Junior
of the he/she was Infant packs

objectives of
the school was
not mentioned
by any focus

group.

involved in the
achievement
of the
objectives of
the school.

to parents at
pre-entry.
School
involvement
activities in
place include
Paired
Reading,
Maths for
Fun, the
Bridging the
Gap Literacy
Project and
parental
involvement
in school
outings.

265




Type 4: Not Homework is | Homework is | Difficulties are | Courses are
Parental mentioned in | seen as seen as experienced in| provided by
involve- Education important by | important by | helping the school to
ment in Act, 1998 focus groups. | individual children with | help parents
learning parents. homework help children
activities at either through | with
home lack of homework.
knowledge of | Advice and
parent or some| help is also
extraneous given by the
inhibiting HSCL
factor. Coordinator
when she
visits homes.
Type 5: Promotion by | Consultat- Consultation | Case study Consultation
Involve- school of ion was not was not parents felt that with parents
ment in effective mentioned by | mentioned by | they were takes place
advocacy, | consultation | focus groups | individual consulted very | through the
decision- with parents | either as an parents either | well by the formal
making and | (Article 6,g) | understanding| as an school. Just structures of
governance or outcome of | understanding | one parent felt | the Board of
partnership or outcome of | poorly Management
nor did it partnership consulted with | and the
feature in any | nor did it regard to her | Parents’
group’s feature in any | own child and | Association.
experience of | individual's blamed this on
partnership. experience of | the very Parents have
partnership. limited time been involved
available to in policy-
teachers to making.
consult with
parents.
Parents raised
issues
regarding
communication
co-operation
and
involvement
but did not
state that they
should have
been consulted
by the school
on these issueg
Type 5: Inclusion in Consultation | Consultation | Joint planning | School Plan
Involve- school plan of| with regard to | with regard to | was not in place and
ment in directions the school plan the school plar mentioned by | regularly
advocacy, | relating to was not was not case study reviewed and
decision- consultation | mentioned by | mentioned by | parents. updated.
making and | with parents | any focus any individual Parents,
governance | (Article 21,3) | group. parent Board, staff
and students
have all been
involved in
formulating
the School
Plan but not
all were
involved in
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formulating
all

components
of the plan.
Parents have
not been
involved in
formulating
any of the
curricular
plans.
Procedures
are in place
for the
circulation of
the School
Plan.
Type 5: Consultation | Two focus The The The setting of
Involve- by Principal | groups collaborative | collaborative | objectives
ment in with parents | understood setting of setting of and the
advocacy, | to set partnership to | objectives and| objectives and | monitoring of
decision- objectives for | mean joint the monitoring | the monitoring | the
making and | the school and parent-teacher| of those of those achievement
governance | monitor the goal-setting. | objectives was| objectives was | of those
achievement | One focus not mentioned | not mentioned | objectives are
of those group stated | by individual | by case study | components
objectives that joint goal- | parents. parents. of policy-
(Article setting does making.
23,2d) not take place. Parents have
been involved
in the
formulation
of all
organizational
policies in the
school.
Type 5: Appointment | No focus Six per cent of| No case study | There are two
Involve- of Boards of | group parents parent parent
ment in Management | mentioned considered mentioned the | represent-
advocacy, | (Article 14,1) | membership of; that Board of atives on the
decision- (At primary the Board of | partnership Management. | Board of
making and | level, two of | Management | means joint Management.
governance | the eight as an decision-
Board understanding | making.
members are | of partnership.| No parent
parent Two of the included
represent- eight focus membership of
tatives.) groups the Board of
considered Management
partnership to | as part of their
mean that own

parents and
teachers are
equal in
decision-
making.

experience of
partnership.
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Type 5: Establishment| No focus Three per cent| The Parents’ | Well-
Involvement| by parents of | group of parents Association established
in advocacy,| parents’ mentioned considered did not feature | Parents’
decision- association membership of| that in the replies | Association
making and | (Article 26,1) | the Parents’ partnership of the case in existence.
governance | and adoption | Association as| means study parents. | Attendance at
by parents’ an membership of annual AGM
association of | understanding | the Parents’ very low. All
a programme | of partnership.| Association parents in the
of activities school are
which will invited to
promote monthly
involvement meetings.
of parents Rare for the
(Article 26, meetings to
2b) be attended
by parents
other than the
core group.
Type 6: Education Parental Parental Parents felt Collaboration
Collabor- system to be | understandings understandings poorly takes place
ation with conducted in | of partnership | of partnership | supported by | between the
the broader | a spirit of did not include| did not include| the broader school and
community | partnership collaboration | collaboration | community. voluntary and
between with the with the statutory
schools, broader broader organisations,
patrons, community. community. e.g., Health
students, Service
parents, Executive,
teachers and National
other school Educational
staff, the Psychological
community Service,
served by the Gardai, Drugs
school and the Task Force,
state (Long School
Title) Completion
Programme,
Education
Welfare
Board, Cork
City
Partnership,
University
College Cork,

Cork Institute
of
Technology.

In Table 14 (next page), the issues identified in Tablerd Bréked with areas on

which action may be decided. These areas were preseritezigarents for

consideration when deciding on action.
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Table 14: Needs ldentification Chart

Area

Information available at pre-action
stage

Areas for
consideration by
parent groups when
deciding on action

Partnership

The mission and ethos statements Development of up-to-
the school clearly identify parents gsdate parent-school

partners. Partnership practices are
place in the school, coordinated by
the HSCL Coordinator. A shared
understanding of the meaning of

parent-school partnership is in place.

D

ipartnership policy

Liaison Formal and informal structures existincrease in number of
to promote liaison. liaison structures
Involvement While 18% of individual parents fe[tParental input in the

that involvement was one of the
meanings of partnership, only 13%
said partnership had resulted in
increased involvement for them.
Parents generally did not see
themselves as being involved in
setting joint goals for the school.
Parents of children who may be at
risk of educational disadvantage
expressed difficulty in being
involved.

devising and
advertising of
involvement activities

Increase in number of
involvement
opportunities

Acquisition of
understanding of
difficulties experienced
by parents of children
at risk of educational
disadvantage in being
involved

Consultation

While formal consultative structure
are in place, individual parents and
parents in the focus groups did not
identify consultation as either a
meaning or outcome of partnershipj
nor did they state that being
consulted was amongst their

experiences of partnership. Parents of

children at risk of educational

disadvantage felt, on the whole, well
consulted but identified issues in the

areas of parent-school co-operation
and communication and parental
involvement on which they had not
been consulted.

ddentification of one or
two areas in which
parents would be
consulted, as a starting
point




Communication

Communication featured strongly
parental understandings of
partnership. There were, however,
weaknesses identified in the area g
communication. The percentage of
parents who considered that they h
experienced improved
communication as a result of
partnership (28%) was less than th
percentage that considered
communication as a meaning of
partnership (63%). Furthermore,
problems were identified with writte
communication in that notes and
letters do not always reach parents

rCollaborative parent-
teacher exploration of
ways to improve
fcommunication

ad
Putting in place of
activities that would
presult in enhanced
communication

=]

Accountability

Parents did not mention
accountability nor was there any
sense in their replies that the schog
was accountable to them.

Raising of awareness
a sense of
laccountability, perhaps
through joint goal-
setting and the
monitoring of the
achievement of those
goals

Df

Planning

Parents have been included in the
formulation of most organizational
policies but no curricular plans or
policies. While two focus groups
identified joint goal-setting as a
meaning of partnership, no individuy
parent in either the general or at-rig
category mentioned it.

Parental involvement ir
planning in curricular
areas

al
k

Ethos/Learning
Environment

No individual parent, parent at risk
focus group identified the creation ¢
a learning environment as an elemg
of partnership nor was it mentioned
that they had collaborated with
teachers in the creation of such an
environment.

The inclusion of parents in the
formation of discipline and anti-
bullying policy means that they hay|
in effect, collaborated with teachers
in the creation of an environment th
is supportive of learning.

oCollaborative parent-

pfteacher development g

esthool environment to
ensure maximum
support by that
environment for
children’s learning

o

at

=
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Decision-making

Collaborative decision-making wa
only weakly identified as an aspect
partnership. Statistical school data
indicated that membership of the
Parents’ Association was confined
a small number of parents. Parents|
have two representatives on the
Board of Management.

sInvestigation of areas
ah which parents and
teachers could engage
in joint decision-
tanaking

Collaboration
with broader
community

While school personnel actively
collaborate with the broader
community, data from the pre-actio

Exploration of areas in
which collaboration
nwith the broader

phase indicates that parents are ngtcommunity can be

aware of this collaboration as an

fostered to enhance

aspect of partnership. Parents of | educational outcomes
children who may be at risk of
educational disadvantage feel poorly

supported by the broader community.

5.2.1.3 Constructing the general plan

In the second term of the 2006/2007 school year, letters of invitétppeadix III)
were sent to all parents in one Junior Infant class (20 pupilsinigthem to attend
a meeting with a view to deciding on action to be taken, baseleopré-action
findings. The time arranged for the meeting was first thmthe morning, a time
identified heretofore (i.e., before the action research) byhgsane St. Mary’s as the
most suitable time for parent meetings. Both the researamértlze HSCL
Coordinator also personally invited the parents to attend when nietythem
bringing their children to school or collecting them. A spedi@rewas made by
both the researcher and HSCL Coordinator to ensure that parestiddoén who
may be at risk of educational disadvantage were invited. THeLHSordinator

visited the homes of the latter parents to personally ddlieeinvitation.

When no parent, whether falling into the category of parent wttiklren may be
at risk of educational disadvantage or otherwise, attendedmibeting, the

researcher decided to phone the parents individually to asktthattend a further
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meeting arranged for the following week. Each of the fivet parents spoken

to had work or family commitments and would not be able to attendndpuri
the sixth conversation, the researcher became awarihénatwas going to be
another refusal and, hoping to change the parent’s mind, sedgémt we
could plan afun event, and instantly the parent responded by saying that
perhaps she could re-arrange her schedule to be there. In subsequent
conversations, the researcher was careful to include the fwmord’he use of

this word did not stem from any insights gleaned either gpithection phase

or in the literature but rather from the previous knowledge and experiof

the researcher in her work with parents. Sometimes anepmitt, or
dissipation of fear of ‘serious’ events, is needed to encouragentph
attendance at events and, in this case, the fuordvas the catalyst; six parents

agreed to come to the meeting, representing almost 3g¥sseible parents.

The researcher was ever mindful of her wish to include paoéctsldren who
may be at risk of educational disadvantage. None of the parghb
volunteered fell into this category and it was obvious that much wak
needed to encourage attendance by these reluctant parents. Nibeesof
volunteering parents had been involved in any classroom-basediegtijtto
this point although some had given their views at the pre-action pimase

were, therefore, aware of the action research project.

The meeting, which was attended by six parents, the HSCL Coordarador

the researcher, was semi-structured. While the reseancheéd have wished

for an in-depth consideration by the group of both the common understanding
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of partnership, gleaned in the pre-action spiral, and the Educatiori®98
requirements as well as Epstein’s involvement types, befordinigon action,
this was not possible as the meeting was structured with atwikeeping the
interest of the parents. In the view of the researchéraatime, the agenda of
the meeting had to be kept as simple as possible in order to maimtain

interest and confidence of the parents.

At the start of the meeting, the researcher reminded tlemtganf the research
goal of increasing parent-school partnership. She briefly outlimedindings
from the pre-action stage of the research and indicated areducimthe need

for development had been identified. The meeting was then opée ftoor

for comments/suggestions. One of the parents was particingetested in art
and suggested organising an art activity for the children. Thisegray be a
popular idea with the other parents and so the seeds of a ‘Juniot Fufa
Day’ were sown. While the planned ‘fun day’ may be considereeiyasmall
step, it would constitute a big step for these parents tovimecdsasing parental
involvement, an area shown by the pre-action data to need impravehsen
outlined in Table 14 (pp. 267-269), above, while 18% of individual parents
who gave their views at pre-action stage felt that involvemeas one of the
meanings of partnership, only 13% said partnership had resuliadréased
involvement for them. The planned fun day would also constitute the
foundation stone of a new structure in the school to ensure that theéi@duca
system would be conducted in a spirit of partnership (Educ#@in 1998,

Long Title).
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5.2.1.4Developing the next action steps

The above group, consisting of six parents (henceforth referred tthe
planning parents’), the HSCL Coordinator and the researcher, addog a
planning meeting to take place the following week. It wasdéetcthat all three
of the Junior Infant classes would be included in the proposed fun day as
restrict it to just one class might cause bad feeling astdhg parents of the
other two. The group invited the class teachers to the plannininmet this
planning meeting, teachers, planning parents, HSCL Coordinator and
researcher made plans for the fun day, down to the smadidt d\ timetable
was arranged. The planned activities were recordedt Aflrequired resources
was compiled. Responsibilities were assigned, both for anguine resources
and for undertaking the tasks on the day. Letters were seimtuitiig other
interested and available parents to come and participate on thé&a@nts
were verbally invited to participate by the HSCL Coordinattass teachers

and researcher when they met them bringing their childranddrom school.

5.2.1.5Implementing the next action steps

On fun day, the children, fifty-six in total, were divided inteefigroups. Five
activity areas or stations were created and each group hadtedatime at
each station. Parents took charge of each activity staliom.class teachers
supervised the children, brought them from activity to activity arovided
help and guidance to the children. The activities consisted ayfgm@und
games, PE games, storybook reading and two art activitiese8et9 A.M.
and 12.30 P.M. all of the children had got a turn at each statidreach had

had his/her face painted. The day ended, after lunch, withtyaga a disco.
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There was an aesthetic outcome from the day also — the ohddik parents

created a seaside collage which was displayed on the@orri

Twelve parents took part in the fun day. This consisted of drnpig parents
plus six additional parents who volunteered to participate on $heTda of
these volunteering parents were parents of children who may hskabf

educational disadvantage.

After the fun day, a meeting was held to evaluate the acfio& outcomes of
this evaluation were used in the reconnaissance phase ofxtheinespiral.

(See below, pp. 274 -276.)

Inspired and enthused by the success of the fun day, the parémplarining
group, in consultation with the researcher, the HSCL Coordiaaithe class
teachers, decided to plan and implement a Christmas art aftéctivity for

the children. (By then, the children had progressed into Semfiants.) This

was done in December 2007. These two occasions, the fun day and the
Christmas art and craft activity, constituted the finstetiin the history of the
school that a group of parents and teachers had together planned;ee sma
implemented classroom activities and it was also the iing that the impetus

for the activity had come from parents.

5.2.2 First action spiral: Mini-Spiral Two

A consciousness of the Revised Curriculum emerged in the secandpinal,

in which the parents who had planned the Infant fun day and Chriattrersd
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craft activity planned an inter-curricular activity for ts@me children, now in

Senior Infants.

5.2.2.1 Identifying and clarifying the general idea

By now, while the general idea, viz., to increase paremba partnership in
St. Mary’s, remained the same, there was a slight shiemphasis and a
change in the partnership process. Heretofore, all parentalvémeht
activities in classrooms (e.g., paired readiMgths for Fun) had been teacher
led and guided while now, parents had decided on two classroom imasive
activities and had planned and implemented them in collaboratitim the
teachers. (See Appendix Xl for information Elaths for Fun.) Table 14 (pp.
267-269), above, shows that, based on the information gathered atipne-act
stage, a need existed for more parental involvement at schdoparental
involvement in planning. Mini-Spiral One of the first action spgatceeded in
increasing both parental involvement at school and parental invahteime

planning classroom activities.

5.2.2.2Reconnaissance

A meeting was held after the Junior Infant fun day to evalleteday. The
meeting was attended by the planning parents, the HSCL Coordametahe
researcher. The findings of that evaluation are now prekefites evaluation
would constitute the reconnaissance that would lead to the negt altabe
research. The evaluation consisted of an unstructured intewi®@ne parents
simply spoke about their experiences. The researcher organeseuatbrial,

when presenting it below, under thematic headings. Where a psugumbted,
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the quotation may be taken as a fair example of views put fdriwaparents in

the group, unless otherwise stated.

52221 General impressions of the day

There was general agreement that the day was very stidcasd was ‘great
for a first attempt.” A mother spoke of the feedback fromepts at lunch:

‘They all wanted to be involved, saying we should do this mfies 6

52222 Advantages of being involved

The parents agreed that it was definitely good to be involved @arent
stated: ‘It's nice for the parents to get to know their childisnds in the
classroom and to know where they're at with their friends and tcheee
they're interacting with them.” Another parent ‘got to know a nembf

parents from the other classes.’

The parents enjoyed seeing how the children worked and the children’s

obvious enjoyment of the activities.

52223 Reflections on planning further activities

The parents were confident that they could arrange another rsawtiaity.
Reflecting on whether they could plan activities for older céiidione mother
had the following to say:
Well, I'd say for the Senior Infants, First Class .... Frévare up it gets
harder, they're older. The Junior and Senior Infants, a day hi&e t
would go down very well again. It would be harder if the childvene

older. I don’t know would you be able to hold their attention for the day
like we were able to hold theirs.
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52224 Involving other parents

In the opinion of one mother, ‘a lot of parents don't realise wlggting on in
here’ (i.e., in the school). Stating that it would be a good e t&a follow-up
activity, another felt that ‘when parents see it's not smssithey wouldn’t be
afraid.” Sending notes home to tell parents about activitieteohtine following
comment: ‘“You send a note and people say, “I didn’t know anything atjout i
but that note was probably all wrong.” Speaking of parents reludtant
participate, one mother remarked, ‘They can’t be shy anymdrey have to

be involved.’

5.2.2.3 Constructing the general plan

At the start of the 2007/2008 school year, the group of parents who had
planned the Junior Infant fun day, together with the HSCL Coordinator and
researcher, decided to work from the reconnaissance findings (pg.78Y4o
develop another involvement activity. This decision came aboutaltizee
reasons. The first was that the planning parents, togethirtine HSCL
Coordinator and the researcher, were conscious of the needfiedeatipre-
action stage and outlined in Table 14, above, to increase glarerdlvement.

The second reason was that, at pre-action stage, it emeogedhie findings

that no individual parent, case study parent or focus group identhied
creation of a learning environment as an element of partnershipvasorit
mentioned that they had collaborated with teachers in the ameaitisuch an
environment. (See Table 14, pp. 267-269.) The third reason wash#hat t

reconnaissance had shown that the parents saw being involved as both

27¢



advantageous and enjoyable and that they were capable of orgamising a

activity.

The parents began to look to the historic locality in which thed was set as
a basis for the next activity. Their children were now ini@elnfants so they
decided to consult with the Senior Infant class teachers aborgi¢vance and
feasibility of taking the children from the Senior Infant classe a history
walk. The teachers regarded this as feasible and vesyardl since ‘personal
and local history’ is part of the history curriculum at infarele(Department
of Education and Science 1999b, 17). (See Appendix V.) As an arityactiv
would be included, following the walk, the ‘history’ walk would fact
incorporate and integrate a few subjects from the RevisedaBrischool
Curriculum (Government of Ireland 1999), viz., History, Geograpligual
Arts and Social, Personal and Health Education. (See Appendixineg S
history was the principal curricular area covered by the wialkll be referred

to in this dissertation as the ‘history walk.’

5.2.2.4Developing the next action steps

The parent group, together with the HSCL Coordinator, set out on an
exploratory walk of the local area. (The researcher was uabl&ibn this
day.) There were many interesting features to be exploretliding two
churches (one dating from 1726), an old butter exchange building (diating
1770), a sweet factory and a hospital which has been converted lhiotela
Bearing in mind the age of the children, the parent group and HSCL

Coordinator planned a route and negotiated entry to the buildings with the



appropriate authorities where necessary. They consulted witkableetrs on
practical matters, e.g., how the walk would best suit cuaicidquirements,
what would be a suitable day and time for the walk, whatkiidren would

need to bring and safety issues.

5.2.2.5Implementing the next action steps

The children were divided into groups for the walk and each group haakat le
two adult leaders (parents/grandparents and teachers). Theudeiene for
the groups was staggered to ensure that only one group would be iena giv

location at any time.

The walk was followed by an art activity in the classroom onfolewing
week. A model of a local historic church and a streetseape created and

displayed.

At a post-history walk meeting, the action was evaluated. &latuation was

used for reconnaissance purposes in the next mini-spiral. (B¢ pe280.)

The success of the history walk, jointly planned and organisedrentpaand
teachers, quickly became apparent when requests started danfriogn other
class teachers for similar events to be organised for ¢lesses. This signals
an important development because teachers sometimes havearfeans
parental involvement and may even resist such involvemeneglLal997,
Lightfoot 1978, McKibbin et al. 1998, Rasinski and Fredericks 1989,éeviinc

1993). The Junior Infant planning parents readily agreed to sharexpertise
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with other parents and teachers. The affirmation felt folhgwinvitations to
extend the involvement activity to other classes coupled with duafidence
generated by the success of the walk led to the next mnai-sgiich consisted
of a formal contribution by the Junior Infant parents to the schoal p&ee

Appendix IV for information on the school plan.)

5.2.3 First action spiral: Mini-Spiral Three
In the third mini-spiral, the parent group extended their plan Herimter-
curricular activity to include all classes in the schodhisTwhole-school

activity was written into the curricular (history) sectiof the school plan.

5.2.3.1ldentifying and clarifying the general idea

Parent-school partnership in St. Mary’s had by now changed, sudblyairt
nature since the start of the action research. Parentprogdessed from
planning and implementing a fun day to planning and implementing an inter-
curricular activity. The number of parents engaged in this netngrahip was
comparatively small but the dynamic nature of the partnershspewaouraging
and exciting. The planning parents were now actively seeking twagsrease

the number of involved parents and to overcome barriers to involveasent
well as ways to improve the learning environment of the schooha&sbeen
shown in Table 14 (pp. 267-269), above, pre-action data indicated thatlgener
parental involvement, parental involvement in planning and the ppeatiimn of
parents in the creation of a learning environment were areased of
attention. Mini-Spiral Two of the first action spiral saw aorease in all three

areas, progressing from general classroom involvement in MirglSpne to a



curricular involvement in Mini-Spiral Two. Mini-Spiral Two alsaw parents
and teachers engaged together in enhancing the children’s nearni
environment. They did this by extending the learning environment beyond the

school walls into the surrounding locality.

5.2.3.2Reconnaissance

A meeting was held to evaluate the history walk. This meetamyattended by
the planning parents as well as the HSCL Coordinator and thealeseaThis
group agreed that the walk had been both successful and enjoyabatiultsr
and children. It was also agreed that the format of thi, wal, the division of
the children into small groups with adult leaders, was éfectSeeing the
children’s reactions was deemed to be the most enjoyable aspgurénts.
The most fulfilling aspect of the walk from an educational peit was, for
them, the fact that they could discuss the event at homehwithchildren and
that this aspect of the curriculum, i.e., local historyd hauch more relevance

for the parents than heretofore.

Arising from this evaluation and from requests from parents aachers of
other classes, the parents in the group expressed an eaderpass similar
activity in place for each class in the school. They hadsifteawhat could be
done at each class level and were anxious to consult withteldsers about
these ideas. It was clear to both the HSCL Coordinator anceteesiearcher
(neither one from the local area) that the parents were briragileyel of
knowledge to planning for the teaching of local history heretoforgopathby

the school. As well as being very familiar with the loca&aa they knew who
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lived in each house and the stories these people would have tonied!.tiese
people were the parents’ neighbours, it would be much easier fartpaoce
elicit their co-operation in any project undertaken than i there approached

by teachers, who are strangers.

This group thus passed quite naturally and organically from ‘doingtaryi
walk’ (via a fun day) to preparing a document for insertion indinicular
section of the school plan. (See Appendix IV for information onsttieol
plan.) As noted in Table 13 (p. 264), above, no individual parent os fgroup
mentioned collaborative planning with regard to the school plan as an
understanding of partnership at pre-action stage. The Educationl2g8,
(Article 21:3) states: ‘The school plan shall be prepared in acooedaith
such directions relating to consultation with the parents, therpastaff and
students of the school.’ It furthermore stipulates that ‘tiecial shall, under
the direction of the board and, in consultation with the teackisparents
and, to the extent appropriate to their age and experieneestiidents, set
objectives for the school and monitor the achievement of thosetvejs’
(Article 23:2d). While parents in St. Mary’s had, heretofdaeen involved in
formulating school policies in organizational areas (e.g., Codeisdfipline,
Anti-Bullying Policy, Substance Misuse Policy, Homework PqliBgtention
Policy), to date they had not participated in setting curriculurecbles and

formulating curricular plans.
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5.2.3.3Constructing the general plan

Bearing in mind the ages of the children at each class léwelplanning
parents, in consultation with the HSCL Coordinator, the reseassirthe
class teachers, devised local history activities foh etass level in the school
for inclusion in the curricular section of the school plan. Farsd Second
Classes would have a history walk similar to the one done with sfahird
and Fourth Classes would have a tour of two local historic buildirigls.ahd
Sixth Classes would study the houses, shops and shop fronts on a rreatby st
where a number of ‘stations’ would be set up. At each statierpupils would

be able to talk with an interesting, long-standing resident ofatea. The

proceedings would be tape-recorded (with permission) and photographed.

Finally, the parents wished for a very visible area in tbleosl (e.g., an

entrance lobby) to be set aside for a display of photographsp#yt artefacts

and other material relevant to the history projects.

5.2.3.4Developing the next action steps

Having constructed a plan for inclusion in the curricular sectfaie school
plan, a plan that allowed for parent involvement, the next steptw present
the plan to the teachers from each class level to evatmteif necessary,
make amendments. Dates were arranged for implementing theaplkeach

class level.
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5.2.3.5Implementing the next action steps

During the course of the school year, the plan was implementedtahd,time
of writing, i.e., the start of the third term of the 2007/200&st year, the plan
has been implemented with all classes except Fifth and Sigasses, who will
participate in the history walk at a later date. The totalbermof participating
parents from all class levels (excluding Fifth and Sixth @gswas twenty-
eight. This number comprised the six planning parents and twenty-tveo ot
parents. The latter group included just one parent of a childwayobe at risk
of educational disadvantage. This particular parent had alsoilveaved in

the Junior Infant Fun Day. (See p. 273.)

5.24 First action spiral: Evaluation

The first action spiral was evaluated at three levels. Astpnnaire was
distributed to all parents who had participated in the history vimikhad not
been involved in the planning, at all class levels to elicir thews on the
activity. A further questionnaire was completed by the siemasrin the
planning group to determine their views on the process in which they Bad be
engaged because their experience would be different to tHa¢ patents who
had simply gone on the history walk. Finally, the six parenthiénplanning
group were interviewed at post-action stage, using the sameviemter
guestions as were used at pre-action stage. The findings frontwthe
guestionnaires will be presented now and the findings from theaptst:
interviews will be presented at the end of the chapter in campunwith the
findings from the interviews with Second Class parents who hadilreared

in the second action spiral.
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5.2.4.1Evaluation conducted with parents who had participated in the history

walk but who had not been involved in the planning

Parents who had participated in the history walk but who had not beswnedv
in the planning (22 in total) were asked to complete a question(fameendix
VI). The first question sought to establish how the participgtergnts had
heard about the walk. The parents were then asked to indiedtdetrel of
agreement, using a five-point Likert-type scale (stronghgegagree, not sure,

disagree, strongly disagree), with the following statements

1. The history walk with my child’s class was enjoyable for me

2. The history walk with my child’s class was enjoyable for child.

3. My child likes it when | take part in school activities.

4. The history walk helped me learn about my child’s history
curriculum.

5. It is important for parents to take part in activities heit child’s

school, if they can.

6. The history walk was a good learning activity for the children.

7. I would like to take part in a similar activity in thature.

8. I would be willing to plan a similar activity with other pareirtghe
future.

9. The history walk helped me to get to know other parents.

10.  The history walk improved partnership between home and school.
Finally, parents were asked to list ways in which the agtnuld have been

improved and to add other comments, if they wished.
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The questionnaire was completed and returned by 15 of the 22 parents
constituting a 68% return rate. Eight of the 15 respondents had rifeemed
of the activity by the class teacher and the remainder itedicghat they were
informed by letter. All respondents either agreed or stroaghged with the
statements that the walk was enjoyable for themselves and cthi&ren.
Again, every respondent either agreed or strongly agreedisifa¢r child likes
it when he/she takes part in school activities, that iktoty walk helped
him/her learn more about the child’s history curriculum, thatwhék was a
good learning activity for the children, that he/she would béngito take part
in a similar activity in the future and that the walk helpedpgaeent to get to
know other parents. One parent was not sure whether it is impfataarents
to take part in activities in their child’s school, if yhean, but all other
respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that it was. Jémes were not
sure as to whether they would be willing to plan a similaviactwith other
parents in the future but all the rest either agreed or syr@gyked that they
would be willing. One of those who was not sure explained that hietker
parents were unwell, hence he/she could not make a commitnteme Was
just one parent who did not either agree or strongly agreehthawdlk had

improved home/school partnership. That parent was not sure.

Those who chose to add comments were largely positive about lthe @ae
parent stated, ‘I really enjoyed the experience and acteainéd a few things
myself,” another, ‘I think everything important has been covénmeithe walk
and it was very enjoyable for both child and adult.” There werse ideas for

improvement. One parent suggested that the children be shown photos or
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slides of the area long ago, before they went on the walk, ahthéacould
then make a comparison to the buildings as they are today.heknibiought
that it would have been better if the children had a lunch dyefdee the trip
because ‘a lot of them complained they were hungry.’ In anothienvs it was
‘a small bit too long’ and there was too much information forfg&year-olds.
Yet another parent thought that a tour of the sweet factory wouwiel heen

beneficial.

5.2.4.2Evaluation conducted with Junior Infant parents who had been involved

in planning throughout the first action spiral

The parents in the planning group completed a questionnaire (Apperngir VI
which, using a five-point Likert-type scale (strongly agragtee, not sure,
disagree, strongly disagree), they indicated their level tdemgent with the
statements below. All six parents either agreed or stroagiged with all of
the statements.

1. Being involved in the planning group for the fun day, Christmas art and
craft day and history walk helped me learn more about my child’s
education.

2. Being involved helped me learn more about my child’s school.

3. Being involved made me feel that | had made an increasedbrdion
to my child’s education.

4. Being involved made me feel that | had contributed to the education of
children in the school besides my own.

5. Being involved increased co-operation between home and school.

6. The activities increased partnership between home and school.
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7. Being involved was an enjoyable experience for me.
8. Itis important for parents to be involved in formulating tblea®l plan.
9. 1 would be willing to be involved in a similar planning activity the
future.
The parents were asked to comment, if they wished, on tiveilvement. One

mother’s response may fairly be taken as representatieewfte:

As a parent | myself found that being involved was as benkf@iae as

my daughter. | did play dough with the children on the fun day and |
thought the children loved the idea of one of their friend’s padwitg) the
activity with them. The feedback from the children on the day great as
we had shapes available for them but in the end the children @sedwim
imagination and gave me ideas as well. | was also involvédtiae history
walk and | was a helper on the morning in question. The childfeand
enjoyed it a lot. They listened to a few stories on the makisgveets, saw
the smallest book (in Cork) with amazement. Questions vigrey fout of
their mouths about the whole morning. | myself even enjoyed ringiag t
(Church) bells as much as the children did. | found that the waskwell
organised by teachers and parents. When | went to school itlivedmat
teachers and students. | love the idea now that parents danaeed with
planning and taking part in the activities in schools today and that the
principal and teachers take on board the parents’ ideas andwdgediay

it long continue.

5.3 Second action spiral: Action research with parents of children in

Second Class
5.3.1 Second action spiral: Mini-Spiral One

5.3.1.1 Identifying and clarifying the general idea

The general idea for this spiral was exactly the same asitthiae start of the
spiral for Junior Infants parents. (See p. 258.) To remind theemeadthe
2006/2007 school year we had a common understanding of parent-school
partnership acquired at pre-action stage and 100% agreementh&qgrarents
interviewed that this partnership is an essential componenthibdiren’s

education. It was now our task, armed with the common understanding
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available, to identify ways to increase parent-school partipemstst. Mary’s
with Second Class parents, i.e., children in their fourth iyeschool, aged 7-8

years.

5.3.1.2Reconnaissance

As in the case of the Junior Infant parents, the aim in dkse of the Second
Class parents was to initiate action, based on the ideidiic of needs
acquired through an analysis of the data collected at the foe-gahase,
which would lead to improvement and change in the school. This actiokl w
be decided upon by the parents of Second Class children, in consultkion

the HSCL Coordinator and the researcher.

5.3.1.3Constructing the general plan

In February 2007, a letter was sent to the parents of eddhiclune Second
Class (17 children in total) requesting them to come to dimget devise a
parental involvement activity for the purpose of implementing tlieraaspect
of the action research. (See Appendix Ill.) The proposed timénéomeeting
was early in the morning, a time deemed most suitablddfere (i.e., before
the action research project) for meetings by parents in Sty'daks in the

case of Junior Infant parents, no parent came to the meeting.

The researcher then contacted the parents personally and disicihagrmany
parents of Second Class children were already involved #sarolom activity,
Maths for Fun (Appendix Xl), where parents came into the classroom once a

week, at an appointed time, to play maths games with the chil@nés greatly
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reduced the number of parents available to participate intatyaconnected

with the action research.

5.3.1.4 Developing the next action steps

At this time the researcher, in her role as principal, iadépendent of the
action research process, had sent out a letter inviting pacebts part of a
policy making group on parental involvement. The Department of Edaca
and Science had written to all schools in the School Support Progré88i)
(Department of Education and Science 2005) stipulating that theselsch
should have a three-year action plan in place by the end of the 2@@dara
year. The development of a three-year action plan in schoaisei SSP is
required under the DEIS Action Plan (Department of Education andcscie
2005). (See Appendix VIII for excerpt from DEIS Action Plan dealinth w
three-year action plans.) The proposed parental involvement policyl veeul
included in the organisational section of the school plan (Appendiaid)
would constitute part of the school’'s three-year plan. Lettene sent to all
parents in the school inviting them to take part in this policy-madimy of the

seven parents who responded, four were parents of childrecam& Class.

We now had a situation where four parents of children from Secoisd Géal
indicated their willingness to be part of a policy-making group ahdrevthe
researcher had failed to get any parents from the sansetclatend a meeting
to organize a parental involvement activity arising from thegmtion data.
The researcher decided to ask these four parents if theyl wauk with her

and with the HSCL Coordinator to devise and implement a parental



involvement/partnership activity. This would be done as part ofptiey
development on parental involvement. The parents were happy tosdd llei
researcher hoped that working on policy making would lead organicaiy
involvement activity. This, in fact, is what happenedslinteresting to note
that in this action research spiral, with the Second Classnisa school
planning led to an involvement activity whereas the opposite happétiethe
Junior Infant parents, i.e., the activity led to school plannirghduld be noted
that this work with the parents who volunteered for policy developmerk
could be considered to address the following issues identifieduile T4 (pp.
267-269), above, i.e., the lack of inclusion of general consultatieitlzs an
understanding or outcome of partnership by focus groups and individual
parents as well as the lack of inclusion in the understandingesé throups of

consultation regarding the school plan.

5.3.1.5Implementing the next action steps

The group to formulate policy on parental partnership met once g foeeskx
weeks, for an hour-long session in the afternoons. The group was laa by
independent facilitator and comprised the seven parents who originally
responded, including the four Second Class parents, and threeseazhethe
HSCL Coordinator, the researcher and one other teacher. Theeitimt
facilitator had worked on many occasions already with parents aoldetes in

St. Mary’s on policy formation and had worked with the present relsea
during the pre-action spiral. (See p. 208.) The role of the indepeiadéitator

at the policy formation sessions was to guide the sessions andef k

participants closely focused on the relevant agenda.
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In compiling the draft policy, a model was used which had heseql in the
school to formulate an earlier policy on parental involvemenendlg were
drawn up in advance of the policy formation sessions, by the HSCL
Coordinator and researcher, using the previous model. Minutes céshierss

are provided in Appendix IX.

At the first policy-formation session, hopes/expectations forptils of the
school were identified from the viewpoint of both parents and temchAgethis
session also, the respective roles of parents and teacheie ichildren’s
education were identified. At the second session, the group contioued t
explore parent/teacher roles, especially in relation to howolke overlap and
how teachers and parents respect each others’ roles. A¢ctbisdssession also,
the fears of parents and teachers for the children were iddntiburing the
third session, parents and teachers considered how they wookojpetation
and identified both present and future involvement activities. Duh@dourth
session the role of the parents in school planning was considareahalysis
of current parent-teacher collaborative planning practicescamaged out and
areas in which future collaborative planning could take plase uwdentified.
At the fifth session, the group considered becoming involved incciari
planning. It was agreed that parents had not heretofore beelveidvin
curriculum planning; that this planning had, up to then, been undertakée by
teaching staff. It was decided by the group that planning inrtee @& visual
arts, which was seen by the parents in the group as a noretlingatirea,

would be undertaken as part of the current policy development. Afifthis
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session a list was compiled of the ways in which parents caulidvolved

with their children’s art, both at home and at school. As pdttisf the parents
suggested that they could be involved in making the school grounds more
aesthetically pleasing. (The implementation of this lattergdfatie plan will be
described in the next mini-spiral.) At the final planning sessihe draft policy

was completed. (See Appendix X.) It was now ready for presaemtat the
Parents’ Association and teaching staff for consideration/amerdared

subsequent submission for ratification to the Board of Managé

5.3.2 Second action spiral: Mini-Spiral Two

5.3.2.1ldentifying and clarifying the general idea

A group of parents, including parents of Second Class children, dvishe
implement an outdoor project at St. Mary’s School. The aim opribgect was
to make the school grounds more aesthetically pleasing and, pmoiess, to

increase parent-school partnership at St. Mary’s.

During the first mini-spiral with Second Class parents,ept& had been
involved in school planning, thereby addressing two needs identifipdeat
planning, viz., a need to increase parental involvement and dorgeatents to
be consulted with regard to the school plan. This new mirgspiould see
another issue identified in Table 14 (pp. 267-269) addressed, vineddefor
parents to be involved, with teachers, in creating a schoolroamvent

supportive of learning.
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5.3.2.2Reconnaissance

A difficulty, already referred to, was encountered in rigyito engage the
parents of the Second Class children in this action research tprbje@s
noted that some of the parents were already involved hhaths for Fun
activity and it was proving difficult to get them to peipate in further
activities. From conversations with parents, it was dieairthe time available
to them to participate in school activities is limited. Irstimstance, perhaps the
choice of class to participate in the action research wassanand should
have been foreseen, as some of these parents were airealded in another
activity. On the other hand, we had the interesting situatiatnhore than half
of the parents who volunteered to take part in policy-making aksady
involved in Maths for Fun. Why did these four parents agree to take part in
policy making but did not come to the meeting to plan a parental ewat
activity? Again, from conversations with parents a fautdmmunication was
noted. The parents referred to the vagueness of invitations tlie school.
They said that they get invitations to be involved in organisinpi@ntal
involvement activity but have no clear idea of what this entdihe parents
who volunteered for policy making had a clear idea just whaas would be
required of them. A lesson can be learned from this and put to goathese

informing parents of involvement activities.

5.3.2.3Constructing the general plan

The agreed plan consisted of two separate elements, both addiesaeg
identified in Table 14 (pp. 267-269). The first involved parents dsgen

planting activities with children in the school grounds. The impétugshe
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second came from parents’ observations of a playground in &boeigng
school. The parents had seen a beautiful mural painted on ainwall
playground in a local boys’ school by the children in that school, uiheer
direction of an artist. Could we, the parents wondered, undeaadieilar
project in our school? It was decided to investigate and see iWwthu&l be

possible.

5.3.2.4Developing the next action steps

Organising the planting began straight away. The parents, in tati@uhith
the teachers, decided which plants the children and parents wouldAlastt
of resources required was drawn up. Safety issues were discasdea

timetable was formulated.

Investigations also began into the possibility of painting a muralaon
playground wall. The HSCL Coordinator received permission from the
principal of the neighbouring school to visit and view its mufdde HSCL
Coordinator and a group of planning parents visited that neighbouring school
where the HSCL Coordinator in that school explained what hadibeeined

in creating the mural. The organization and painting of the muralbbad
managed and facilitated by a visiting artist, commissionethbyschool for

this purpose. The artist worked with all classes in the schbel.n8lped the
children plan and design the mural. This process took a number eiswe

before the painting began. The artist then helped the ehilgint the mural.
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The planning group had then to investigate whether this project could be
replicated in our school. A proposal was submitted to the Board of
Management and permission was granted by the Board to proceed with
planning for the mural. The artist who had worked on the project in the
neighbouring school agreed to work also with us and to involve paretits in
project. The walls in the four playgrounds were examined. Tdlewiich was
deemed most suitable was one that was due for repair. Thig thaf in the
course of repair, a surface suitable for painting could be put onwilie
Costings were made. Permission for the project was sought aeideckdérom

the Board of Management. We were now ready to go, pendingpae of the

wall.

5.3.2.5Implementing the next action steps

The planting, involving parents and children, took place in theadas of the

2006/2007 school year.

Not everything goes according to plan and the repair of the walegrmore
complicated than had been thought. At the time of writing, the wialhas not
been repaired. The plan to paint the mural is in place. Alii¢tails have been

arranged and the action will begin when the wall is regair

5.3.3 Second action spiral: Evaluation

The second action spiral was evaluated at two levels. &ingewas held after

the planting activity to assess the effectiveness of ¢tieitg. A questionnaire
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was distributed to all parents who had participated in the policyafitwm to

elicit their views on this activity.

5.3.3.1Evaluation of planting activity

Data from the meeting to evaluate the planting activitgaéed that the parents
involved in the planting activity were satisfied that theivity had been a
success. Both they and the children had enjoyed the exper@meactivity
had given the parents an insight into one reality of teaching. Thewviod
statement by a parent was representative of other pacentahents:
| found with the group, when they were planting outside, one or two of
the girls had no interest. They were more interested in tatkiag in
planting. | think they still enjoyed what they were doing but thily
liked to have the bit of chat along the way. (I said) ‘You havi®cus
on this, this is what you have to do, this is what it's . This is
what we’re here for, not to be listening to stories.’
The activity also allowed the parents to communicate with thielrehi A
parent commented:
| enjoyed the experience of communicating and talking with other

children besides my own. It's enjoyable to speak to other ehiltirat
young, | found.

5.3.3.2Evaluation of involvement in policy formation

The parents in the group engaged in policy formation completed a
guestionnaire (Appendix VII) in which, using a five-point Likert-typeale
(strongly agree, agree, not sure, disagree, strongly di3aghey indicated
their level of agreement with the statements below. @illr fparents either
agreed or strongly agreed with all of the statements.

1. Being involved in the policy formation group helped me learn more

about my child’s education.
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2. Being involved helped me learn more about my child’s school.
3. Being involved made me feel that | had made an increasedbeiion
to my child’s education.
4. Being involved made me feel that | had contributed to the education of
children in the school besides my own.
5. Being involved increased co-operation between home and school.
6. The activities increased partnership between home and school.
7. Being involved was an enjoyable experience for me.
8. Itis important for parents to be involved in formulating tbleo®l plan.
9. | would be willing to be involved in a similar planning activity the
future.
The parents were asked to comment, if they wished, on theivement. The
following comment summed up parental views:
| found the experience of being in the policy group interesting and

enjoyable. It was great to have a say in what's going on irs¢heol
and | think a lot more parents should be involved in this way.

5.4 Findings from interviews carried out with parents involved in

planning first and second action spirals (i.e., parents of Junior

Infant and Second Class children)

At the end of the first and second action spirals, parents who hazigaeed in
planning, i.e., the six parents who had planned the Junior and Seniatr Infa
activities and who had contributed to the school history plan, ase/éile four
parents involved in formulating the parental involvement policyrewe
interviewed using the same interview questions used to gather atfonmat

the pre-planning phase. It should be noted that the views of tpeutiaripating



parents at post-action are compared with the views of theeight individual
parents and eight focus groups who gave their views at pre-aciiga Sthe
object of this was to compare general pre-action understandimgsises with
post-action understandings/responses of parents who had been inwolked
main action spirals and to note any differences. In the caszcbfquestion, for
comparison purposes, a table will be presented showing pre- andcpost-a

findings.

5.4.1 Question 1: What, in your opinion, is parent-school partner ship?
Findings from Question 1 at pre-action stage are presen@thioter Four,
pp. 211-219.

Table 15: Findings from Question 1 (Pre-action and post-action)

Parental Percentage of Number of focus Number of

understanding of individual parents groups who parents involved

home/school who expressed thisexpressed  thisin Spirals One

partnership understanding  dtunderstanding gtand Two who
pre-action  phasepre-action phaseexpressed this
(Actual number of followed by total| understanding at
parents wha number of| post-action phasge
expressed thisgroups who gave followed by total
understanding inviews at preq number of parents
brackets followed action stage involved in
by total number o Spirals One and
parents who gave Two
views at pre-action
stage)

Communication| 63% (43/68) 3/8 10/10

Co-operation 44% (30/68) 5/8 10/10

School 18% (12/68) 4/8 10/10

involvement

Listening  with| 13% (9/68) 1/6 10/10

respect

Support for] 7% (5/68) 0/8 7/10

parents

Support for| 0% (0/68) 0/8 5/10

teacher
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Good 7% (5/68) 0/8 10/10
home/school
relationship

Home/School | 4% (3/68) 0/8 10/10
Links

Parents feeling 4% (3/68) 2/8 10/10
welcome

Common parentt 4% (3/68) 0/8 0/10
teacher interest

Membership of 3% (2/68) 0/8 3/10
Parents’
Association

Carrying out| 1% (1/68) 0/8 0/10
attendance
checks

Mutual parentq 1% (1/68) 0/8 8/10
teacher trust

Parents and 0% (0/68) 2/8 0/10
teachers being
on same mind

Joint  decision{ 0% (0/68) 2/8 10/10
making

Joint 0% (0/68) 1/8 0/10
responsibility

Parents feeling 0% (0/68) 1/8 0/10
part of the
system

There is a considerable difference in the understandings ofepsip of
parents at post-action stage to those expressed by parents etiqreAd post-
action stage, for all of the participating parents, undedstgs of partnership
include communication, collaboration, involvement, listening wiispect,
good home-school relationships and links and joint decision-making. While
communication and collaboration featured reasonably strongly in pogac
understandings, involvement featured less strongly and the past-acti
inclusion of involvement as an understanding by all parents efldet
increased, sustained and unanimously positive experience ofénvenht all of
these parents have had during the action. (See findings frormioguesres, pp.

284 and 296). The most important finding at post-action is the inclusjombof
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decision-making as an understanding of partnership. As will be @gséom
Table 14 (pp. 267-269), joint decision-making did not feature in the
understandings of individual parents at pre-action stage, debpitadt that
being consulted, both generally and with regard to the school [#aa, i
requirement under the Education Act, 1998 (Articles 6g, 9d). Ancidlent
feature of post-action findings is the importance accorded, inpénents’
understandings of partnership, to partnership as a support for panet
teachers. Particularly noticeable in their comments Wwasemphasis on the
support parents could get from other parents through partnership.uppisris
was conceptualized in two ways. The first support is the suppaledde get
parents involved in partnership and given to them, in this context, gy ot
parents because, as we shall see especially in the neterchizaling with
parents of children who may be at risk of educational disadvansages
parents are nervous or afraid to come into the school if theypdinow other
parents. One parent spoke of the encouragement she had givearemawho
was reluctant to come to an involvement activity:
Myself and Deborah (another parent, not real name) met this Whon
was afraid to come down because she didn't know other parents so she
decided that she wanted to build her confidence more and came down
on the day and enjoyed it immensely. She loved it.
The second support is the support parents get from each other. @né par
spoke of a particular problem she had had with her child and &ddh#hat she

was able to come into the school and discuss this problem withfeahd

supported by other parents.

Other representative comments in this section from pareciteled:

‘Partnership is joint decision making for your child.’
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‘Partnership is when we decide on something and act on it and twauts

that children are happy to see their parents in the class.’

‘Partnership is when parents respect teachers and vice-Wes&now each

other’s boundaries.’

5.4.2 Question 2: How important is it to have partnership between

parentsan

d school?

Findings from Question 2 at pre-action stage are presen@thioter Four,

pp. 223-230.

Table 16: Findings from Question 2: Pre-action and post-action

Parental Percentage Number of focug
understanding of individual parents groups who
importance  of who expressed thisexpressed  thi

parent-school
partnership
(Main
understandings)

understanding

pre-action  phas
(Actual number o
parents wh
expressed thi

understanding i
brackets followe
by total number o
parents who gav
views at pre-actio
stage)

tunderstanding a
pre-action phas
followed by total
number of
groups who gavé
views at pre
action stage

Number of
parents involved
5in - Spirals  One
tand Two who
cexpressed thi
understanding 4
post-action phas
>followed by total
number of parent
involved in
Spirals One an
Two

D — U

[72)

Communication | 65% (44/68) 5/8 10/10
Child’s Welfare | 37% (25/68) 5/8 10/10
Learning 0% (0/68) 0/8 10/10
outcomes for

child

To increase 0 (0%) 0/8 7/10
parents’

knowledge  of

curriculum

Increased 9% (6/68) 0/8 10/10
involvement

Parental 7% (5/68) 2/8 10/10
outcomes

Valuing parental 6% (4/68) 0/8 10/10
opinions
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Parental rights to 4% (3/68) 0/8 0/10
involvement

Facilitation  of| 4% (3/68) 1/8 8/10

parent-teacher

relationship

Welcome in| 4% (3/68) 0/8 7/10
school for

parents

Facilitation  of| 2% (1/68) 0/8 10/10
joint  decision-

making

Support for] 0% (0/68) 3/8 7/10
teacher

Lessening of 0% (0/68) 0/8 5/10
perception of

teacher as

authority figure

As in the findings to Question 1, there was a strong emphadimtlatpre-
action and post-action stages, on the importance of partnerfship
communication and for the welfare of the child. The latter cenaitbn is of
intrinsic importance to parents and was very evident from pregplies at
post-action stage, as well as in their pre-action repliegs@ecial importance
is the effect partnership has on how children feel. One paceninented at
post-action stage:
| even found when | said to my daughter this morning, ‘I'm going down
to the kitchen (in school) to have a cup of tea’ and it's likéf as |
don’'t know ... she loves it and | suppose she knows I'm near her or
something like that.
Parents at post-action stage expressed the view that ghimir important to
reduce the perception of the teacher as an authority figuréwhithe view of
parents, is a positive development. Speaking of partnership, onat pare

summed up views given by other parents when she stated:

It gives this homely feeling ... we can relax in it. It's ase of the
teachers are here but the Mums are here as well. ri¢'at gor the
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children to see the teachers and the mothers to be able tcayetiger
as one and | think it takes away that authority thing.

Parents at post-action expressed the importance of partnerstéphancing
both parents’ knowledge of the curriculum and learning outcomes for the
children. A parent considered that ‘it's easier for your chidearn if you
know what’s going on in the school and the classroom.” Another magibke s
of her joy at being able to discuss local history with her dnild of the child’s
increased interest in and knowledge of the locality. Sktedst
The day we went on the history walk we had a great day. She (her
daughter) was able to tell me (afterwards) about the swetetrfaand
that there once was a hospital down the road. The history ofothat
five-year-old child to have is fantastic. It's all back to
sharing/partnership again.
Parents noted, at post-action stage, that parents could be at$oppeachers
in the classroom. Parents expressed a new knowledge of fleuliif of
teachers’ task, especially when there are so many chitdrearying ability in
one class. A parent stated:
You see it coming in. | mean you have the child who's quick at
something and the child that needs a lot of help and the tsacise
aren’t able to do it all on their own. You can’t leave 20 odd befond f
one and you can't leave one behind for 20 odd.
Parental understandings of partnership as being important toeejwibt

decision-making was evident at post-action stage. This undersjamgis

absent at pre-action stage.
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5.4.3 Question 3: What do you feel about parent-school partnership in

general?

Findings from Question 3 at pre-action stage are presen@@thipter Four,

pp. 234-239.

Table 17: Findings from Question 3 (Pre-action and post-action)

Parental feelings Percentage of Number of focus Number of

about  parent; individual parents groups who parents involved

school who expressed thisexpressed  thisin Spirals One and

partnership i understanding  dtunderstanding atTwo who

general pre-action  phasepre-action phaseexpressed this
(Actual number of followed by total| understanding at
parents wha number of groups post-action phasge
expressed thiswho gave views followed by total
understanding inat pre-actiont number of parents
brackets followed stage involved in
by total number o Spirals One and
parents who gave Two
views at pre-action
stage)

Results in 9% (6/68) 2/8 10/10

benefits for

children

Enhances 9% (6/68) 2/8 10/10

parent-teacher

relationships

Facilitates 7% (5/68) 1/8 10/10

home-school

communication

Facilitates 6% (4/68) 1/8 10/10

parental

involvement in

school

Allows parents 4% (3/68) 0/8 10/10

to  understand

more about the

school system

Facilitates 4% (3/68) 0/8 10/10

communication

of children’s

progress

Facilitates 4% (3/68) 0/8 4/10

communication

of children’s

problems
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Facilitates 3% (2/68) 0/8 8/10
mutual

understanding
between parents
and teachers

Has improved in 0% (0/68) 2/8 6/10
recent years

Is promoted by 0% (0/68) 1/8 10/10
the HSCL

Scheme

Leads to| 0% (0/68) 1/8 5/10
parent/teacher

equality

Enables  joinf 0% (0/68) 0/8 10/10

decision making

Table 17 illustrates the change in general feelings on parent-gudnboérship
at post-action compared to those expressed by parents at pre-tag@nVge
see joint decision-making emerging again in these findings andotee the
very positive feelings expressed by parents concerning enhaeoefits for
children and enhanced parent-teacher relationships. All paitiigip parents
noted, at post-action stage, that partnership facilitatesven@nt in the school
and an increased understanding of the school system. There stasng
feeling at post-action that parent-school partnership has indreasepared
with the reported experience of earlier generations. One pauamhed up this
feeling when she stated:
Before now, if your mother told you she was going to a school meeting
with the teachers [you would say], ‘What did | do?’ My child [was
pleased and interested when she learned | was coming into scitjol
said, ‘What are you going to talk about this morning? Who's gaing t
be there?’

Another mother said of her children, in the past, ‘If they hgatdwere going

to meet the principal they though they were going to be killed, [severely
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punished].” Another was of the opinion that ‘it's easier to taltethers now.’
There was further reference, in replies to this question, abedessening of
the image of teachers as authority figures as a resulirtiguship, leading to
greater equality between teachers and parents. Speaking nérphaip, a
mother stated, ‘It kind of brings, don’t get me wrong now [indingathat she
was not in any way suggesting a demeaning of teacher’s rolel kindi of

brings the teachers and the mothers closer.’

5.4.4 Question 4: From your own experience, what do you feel about
par ent-school partnership?
Findings from Question 4 at pre-action stage are presentihipter Four,

pp. 239-244.

Table 18: Findings from Question 4 (Pre-action and post-action)

Parental feelings Percentage fNumber of focug Number of

about parent; individual parents groups who parents involved

school who expressed thisexpressed  thisin Spirals One

partnership, from understanding tunderstanding gtand Two who

parents’ own pre-action  phasepre-action phaseexpressed this

experience (Actual number of followed by total| understanding at
parents wha number ofl post-action phasge
expressed thisgroups who gave followed by total
understanding imviews at pre{ number of parents
brackets followed action stage involved in
by total number of Spirals One and
parents who gave Two
views at pre-action
stage)

Through 13% (9/68) 0/8 10/10

partnership,

parents have

become involved

in school

activities.

Partnership has10% (7/68) 0/8 10/10

benefited  their

children.
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Through 9% (6/68) 0/8 6/10

partnership,

parents were able

to communicate

easily with class

teachers.

Through 7% (5/68) 0/8 10/10
partnership,

parents were able

to learn about

their  children’s

progress.

Through 6% (4/68) 0/8 10/10
partnership,

parents were able

to learn about the

school system.

Partnership is 6% (4/68) 3/8 0/10
lacking because

there is  not

enough

communication.

Partnership has4% 3/68) 0/8 10/10
enabled

collaboration

between parents

and teachers.

Parents feel 1% (1/68) 0/8 10/10
welcome as a

result of

partnership.

Parents feel 1% (1/68) 0/8 10/10
respected as @

result of

partnership.

Partnership hasl1% 0/8 10/10
made learning

fun for parents

and children.

Parent could not1% 0/8 0/10

be involved in
partnership
because of worl
commitments.




Parents contactedl% 0/8 0/10
by school only
when  problem
arose.

School does naotl1% 0/8 0/10
encourage
enough
partnership.

There are 0% (0/68) 2/8 8/10
personal benefits
for parents

accruing  from
partnership.

Parents are 0% (0/68) 2/8 10/10
always listened

to in school.

Children like it| 0% (0/68) 2/8 10/10
when parents get

involved.

Joint goal-setting 0% (0/68) 1/8 10/10
takes place.

Parents are able0% (0/68) 0/8 10/10

to take part in
decision-making.

Partnership 0% (0/68) 0/8 10/10
results in parents
getting to know

each other.

Partnership 0% (0/68) 0/8 10/10
results in the

joint parent-

teacher creation
of a happy
environment.

Replies to Question 4 at post-action stage showed that parmbezhresulted
in involvement and beneficial outcomes for the children and thag there
positive outcomes in the areas of collaboration, communication anuirlg
about the children’s progress as well as the school systenmt$erere able to

give insights into the partnership process at post-action tdatdteemerged at
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pre-action. One such insight involved parents getting to know othentgaand

the benefits accruing from this. The theme of parental sufgroother parents

has recurred right through the findings and is a very importaniciagpe

partnership. A parent who was involved in policy formation dtate
Well, I think what broke it really for a lot of parents wasg {baired
reading. Do you remember when we came in first day for padaading
and theMaths for Fun, | think that broke the way for a lot of us to meet
other parents and then personally myself and Emer and Violete@lot
names) got to know each other very well and then it started up thieout
policy, there was no problem whatsoever coming because we had
known each other.

Another theme that constantly occurred in the replies to theigoestas the

theme of the great enjoyment children get from seeing trenfzsamnvolved in

the school. A parent stated: ‘Susan (her daughter, not re&)narso excited

now when I'm here and so proud it's her Mum in the class.’

The parents were conscious that they had created a happy enviromheent.
joint creation of a school environment supportive of learning erdeagean

issue to be addressed at pre-action stage. (See Tadbe\id, pp. 267-269.)

One parent mentioned, in reply to Question 4, that the experanbeing
involved in school led to increased ‘bonding’ between herself andaughter

as they now had had the common experience of engaging in schivities.

5.4.5 Question 5: In general, what aretheissuesrelating to parent-school

partnership?

Findings from Question 5 at pre-action stage are presen@thipter Four,

pp. 246-249.



Table 19: Findings from Question 5 (Pre-action and post-action)

Parental
understanding o
issues relating t
parent-school

partnership in

findividual
pwho expressed thi
a

Percentage

understanding
pre-action  phas

af Number of focus
parents
sexpressed
tunderstanding 4

epre-action phas

who
thi

groups

sin - Spirals  One

pexpressed

of
involved

Number
parents

tand Two who
thi

general (Actual number of followed by total| understanding 4
parents wha number of| post-action phas
expressed thisgroups who gave followed by total
understanding imviews at pre{ number of parent
brackets followed action stage involved in
by total number o Spirals One an
parents who gav Two
views at pre-actiof
stage)

Work 43% (29/68) 8/8 10/10

commitments

Childcare 34% (16/68) 8/8 10/10

Lack of time 15% (10/68) 8/8 3/10

Poor parent- 12% (8) 0/8 5/10

teacher

communication

Unapproachable | 10% (7) 0/8 0/10

teachers

Personal issues 7% (5/68) 0/8 0/10

Parental attitudes 6% (4/68) 0/8 0/10

Home factors 4% (3/68) 0/8 4/10

No issueq 4% (3/68) 0/8 0/10

perceived

Lack of parental 3% (2/68) 0/8 0/10

interest

Lack of parental 1% (1/68) 0/8 10/10

confidence

Timing of | 1% (1/68) 0/8 10/10

involvement

activities

Exclusion of| 1% (1/68) 0/8 0/10

parents from

decision-making

Awkward parenty 1% (1/68) 0/8 0/10

Lack of parking | 1% (1/68) 0/8 0/10

Large families 0% (0/68) 4/8 0/10

Parent only 0% (0/68) 1/8 0/10

concerned  with

own child

Parent nervous qf0% (0/68) 1/8 10/10

involvement
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Parent's dislikg 0% (0/68) 1/8 0/10

of being

approached by

teacher

Parent feeling 0% (0/68) 1/8 6/10

guilty because of
inability to be
involved

Parent's lack of 0% (0/68) 1/8 0/10
knowledge of
how to help child

Vagueness about0% (0/68) 1/8 0/10
homework
requirements

Lack of mutual 0% (0/68) 1/8 0/10
parent/teacher
trust

Not enough 0% (0/68) 1/8 0/10
parent/teacher
meetings

Inefficiency  of| 0% (0/68) 0% (0/68) 10/10
methods of
communicating
partnership
events

Lack of fatherg 0% (0/68) 0% (0/68) 3/10
involved in
school events

Lack of agreed 0% (0/68) 0% (0/68) 6/10
procedures when
parents are
involved in
school activities

Many of the same and obvious issues hindering partnership were éseghas
post-action findings as had emerged at the pre-action stage,wark

commitments and time factors. Parents who had participategiials One and
Two were able to identify further issues. One issue thapdhnents discussed
frequently as they planned for events and, again, in thgiomess here, was

the issue of the timing of involvement events. There wamaaensus amongst
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these parents that first thing in the morning was the bestftmevents as,
later in the day, there is shopping to be done, meals to be can#echildren
to be collected. A parent stated: ‘They're all [i.e., paeents] down here in the
morning [dropping children off]. Even if it [i.e., involvement adi] was for

an hour, you'd be back home for 10 [A.M.].’

A further issue identified again and again, as the parértgesto increase
parental involvement in Spirals One and Two, was the issaermunication
of events. One parent said: ‘I think the notes put us off.” The vegseof
invitations to, e.g., attend meetings was alluded to. Spea&inghese
invitations, a parent noted: ‘“You don’t know what you're getting invalwe’
Invitations issued by parents or teachers to parents was déerbe the most
efficient form of communication. As one parent put it: ‘Wordaoduth is the
greatest thing ever.” Another mother considered that the sclotice boards
should be used to advertise events. She stated:
Your notice board and pictures around it — something eye-catching that
looks fun. Then it doesn’t look as serious as people think it's going t
be.
At post-action parents emphasized the fact that some parenter/ous to
come into school and need encouragement to do so as well astthieafac
fathers generally do not become involved. This certainly wasxperience in
Spirals One and Two. No father became involved in the action panNio
father was involved in the Junior Infant Fun Day, the Senior Infanstnas

art and craft day, in the planting or in policy formation. Twthérs out of a

total of twenty-eight parents took part in the history walks.
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A further, very practical issue pertaining to partnership wastified by the
parents at post-action stage. This was the issue of cléeifilyed procedures
when parents come to the school to take part in involvemenitiastivi.e.,

what is the exact role of the parent in the classroom? iSshis will be looked
at again when presenting the findings for Question 6, as itgemheas a

personal issue for one of the parents.

5.4.6 Question 6:From your own experience, what are the issues relating
to par ent-school partnership?

Findings from Question 6 at pre-action stage are presen@thioter Four,
pp. 251-254.

Table 20: Findings from Question 6 (Pre-action and post-action)

Parental Percentage of Number of focus Number of
understanding of individual parents groups who parents involved
issues relating towho expressed thisexpressed  thisin Spirals One
parent-school understanding  dtunderstanding gtand Two who
partnership, pre-action  phasepre-action phaseexpressed thi

D
from parents’| (Actual number of followed by total| understanding at
own experience | parents wha number of| post-action phasg

expressed thisgroups who gavefollowed by total
understanding imviews at pre{ number of parents
brackets followed action stage involved in
by total number o Spirals One and
parents who gave Two
views at pre-action
stage)
Work 34% (23/68) 3/8 0/10
commitments
No issue 21% (14/68) 0/8 10/10
Childminding 21% (14/68) 3/8 0/10
Time available 7% (5/68) 0/8 0/10
Home factors 5% (3/68) 0/8 0/10
Lack of parental 2% (1/68) 0/8 0/10

knowledge on
how to help with
child’s education
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Lack of trust
between parent
and teachers

S

2% (1/68)

0/8

0/10

Lack of parenta
confidence

2% (1/68)

0/8

0/10

Parent/Teacher
meetings tog
early

0% (0/68)

1/8

0/10

Parent/Teacher
meetings tog
infrequent

0% (0/68)

1/8

0/10

Parent's feeling
of guilt when she
could not atteng
involvement
events

|

0% (0/68)

0/8

1/10

Lack of agreed
procedures whe

parents are

involved in

N

h

school activities

0% (0/68)

0/8

1/10

Most of the parents involved in Spirals One and Two had no issue wit
partnership from their personal experience. Two parents did hawesigdne

of these expressed a feeling of guilt at not being able to be imvaolveome

activities. She stated:

| know now | don’t work but genuinely, some days, | might have a
doctor’s appointment. No one minds helping out but | hate when | have
to apologize when | can’'t make that day. You feel that you're mgaki
excuses. [It would be better] if it was understood that we help om som

days.

An issue arose for another parent around the area of procedwrastaking
part in involvement activities. She had experienced an uncdimeechild as
she worked in a classroom in an involvement activity. She ceddht child
who then complained the parent to the teacher. The parerghgaiwbnsidered
that she needed to correct the child herself rather tfiaming the child to the

teacher and considers that procedures need to be in place for mmegotve

activities. She said:




| think another thing about parents being involved is parents meed t
know how to approach the children properly. [When a child stepped out
of line] I felt like | wanted to handle it myself becauké had to go to

the teacher the children wouldn’t have respect for my authegeyn.

5.5 First and second action spirals. Summary

The first action spiral saw some Junior Infant parents prdggessom
planning and implementing a simple classroom activity through plararidg
implementing a curricular activity to engaging in curricydanning. In so
doing, they were addressing issues identified at the prenastthge and shown

in Table 14 (pp. 267-269), viz., the need for increased parental @meht,

the need for collaboration between parents and teachers in thercreat
school environment supportive of learning and the need for parents to be
involved in decision-making. The second action spiral saw thes sasues
addressed. In this spiral, Second Class parents engaged infpoiation and

planned and implemented a planting activity.

The first and second action spirals fulfilled the aim of thgegtoviz., the aim
to increase parent-school partnership. What was less sudogasfthe aim to
involve parents of children who may be at risk of educatiorsglddiantage in
the partnership. Two parents falling into the latter categaare involved in
the first action spiral, but were not involved in planning in thtibacpiral. No
parents falling into the category were involved in the secondraspiral. The
next chapter, where case studies of some of these parents seetgule will
provide some explanations as to why these parents have difficudgcoming

involved.
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CHAPTER SIX: CASE STUDIES OF PARTNERSHIP WITH PARENT S OF
CHILDREN WHO MAY BE AT RISK OF EDUCATIONAL
DISADVANTAGE
6.1 Introduction
A case study approach was used in this section of the reseavatter to gain an
in-depth view of factors influencing partnership with parents withddren may
be at risk of educational disadvantage. (See Chapter Threel88gl84, for
description of case studies.) Within the case studies theranvalement of action
in which it was attempted to increase the involvement of eacknpin school
activities. The reader is reminded of the difficulty sgmaeents have in becoming
involved with the school (e.g., Crozier 1997, McKibbin et al. 1998) dmd t
difficulty schools have in involving parents of children who nimey at risk of
educational disadvantage in parent-school partnership (e.g., tDepar of
Education and Science 2005a, Moroney 1995). The reader is also alerted to the fact
that the action involved in some cases will be minisculermityithstanding, may
represent an important step forward for the parents involveshduld also be
noted, and this will be observed in reading the individual ireenmaterial, that
all of the parents in this section of the research conidéthey have a very good
relationship with the school. All of the parents have frequent conmtédh the
HSCL Coordinator, the SCP project worker and the researchdwrimole as
principal, and so, it could be argued, these parents, some of arieomot involved

in in-school activities, work in greater partnership with thest than many other
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parents who do not fall into the category of parent whose child may ek of

educational disadvantage.

The six parents involved in the case studies all had childrerhir diinior Infants
or Second Class during the 2006/2007 school year. The researcher otidined t
criteria for educational disadvantage as identified by the [Bpartment of
Education and Science 2005b) to the parents. To remind the reader ctiteria
are:

(a) children who come from a family where the main earner is ploged

(b) children who live in local authority housing

(c) children of parents in receipt of medical cards

(d) children of lone parents

(e) children from families of five or more children

(f) children, one of whose parents did not complete the JunidifiCae

or an equivalent examination
All of the parents fulfilled at least three of the atie Each parent agreed to the
inclusion of her case study in the dissertation in the sectiofingewith
partnership with parents of children who may be at risk of eduncdt

disadvantage.

Each parent was interviewed initially, at the starttioé second term of the
2006/2007 school year, and contacted again, where necessary, ihitthe i

information was incomplete or needed clarification. At the enthefresearch
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period, the interviewer went through the initial responses with gmrent to
ensure that the latter's views had been accurately recosddte researcher. Any
adjustments or additions were made at that point. Whezeatljustments or
additions reflected a change in the parent’s viewpoint resultorg the action
undertaken during the project, this information was included in tia¢ évaluation
for each parent and not with the original information recorded. ®tber the

adjustments or additions were included with the original material

All of the parents involved in the case studies were invited to partake ieribead)
action described in Chapter Five. No parent was able taiparte in this general
action. Three of the parents agreed to partake in an actatted to, but not part

of, the general action. One parent was not able to be involadyiaction in the
school. A further two were not able to commit to action connectddthét action
research but undertook a personal development course through the HSCle Schem
during the action research period. (This personal development ceasseot part

of the action research.)

The HSCL Coordinator played a major role in enabling the involvemdrare it
occurred, of the parents in this part of the research daadldgubtful if any action
could have taken place without her help. Between the iniidlfimal interviews,
the researcher was in close contact with, and communioagethrly with, all of

the parents both in her role as researcher and her rolenagpaki As a result, the
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relationship between the researcher and the parents ntesaed during the

research period.

The first section below will deal with the interview questioken, each case
study will be presented under the following headings:

* Interview findings

» Parent-school partnership implemented during the project

» Evaluation of action implemented during the action research perlud (T

will consist of an examination of parents’ pre-action and postiacti

responses to Questions 2, 6, 10, 14a, 14b and 18, i.e., the rating questions,

as well as a presentation of any comments offered by them onlijeets

of the action.)

6.2 Interview questions

The interview questions were based on Epstein’s typology (Epsteibamoer
1991) of family/school partnership. To remind the reader, the dggols as
follows:

Type 1 Basic obligations of families include providing for children’s health and
development and the creation of a supportive home environment ifdreats
learning.

Type 2: Basic obligations of schools include communicating with parents

regarding children’s progress.



Type 3. Involvement at school refers to parental participation in classroom
activities or attendance at school events.

Type 4: Involvement in learning activities at home encompasses the area of
parental help at home in activities coordinated with childreaf®al work and
includes assistance and information from school to parents on hoto pestvide
this help.

Type 5: Involvement in decision-making, governance and advocacy sees parents
in decision-making roles in, e.g., parents’ councils and Boards nadtament.
Type 6: Collaboration and exchanges with community organizations includes
connections with agencies, e.g., health and community servibat, have
responsibility or may contribute to children’s education and future ssese

(Epstein and Dauber 1991, 290-1).

Question 1 sought information on Type 1 involvement, i.e., basic tibligaof
families. Questions 2 — 9 sought information on Type 2 involvement,basic
obligations of schools. Questions 10-13 sought information on Types 3 and 4
involvements, i.e., the involvement of parents in learning dietsvat home and at
school. Questions 14-17 sought information on Type 5 involvement, i.entphr
involvement in decision-making, governance and advocacy. Questions 18-20
sought information on Type 6 involvement, i.e., collaboration and exchavite

community organisations.
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Questions 2, 6, 10, 14a, 14b and 18 are rating questions, i.e., pagenigiven a
choice of response. The possible responses were: very wellnaetiure, poorly,

very poorly.

The interview questions are provided in Appendix XII.

6.3Case Studies
In all cases, pseudonyms are used to preserve anonymity. Theerckildlass
levels refer to the classes the children were in at the ¢f the original interview,

during the 2006/2007 school year.

6.3.1 Case Study 1: Parent A

Parent A is a past pupil of St. Mary’s School. She is a lonenpavith one
daughter. Her daughter, Alison, is in Second Class. Parewimpleted second-
level education herself, wants her daughter to complete secaichled could see
her daughter attending third-level education. Parent A staltedlant her to do

what she loves.’

Two years prior to the initial interview, Parent A had aymeaumatic experience
which has had an ongoing effect on her health and on her abiltgpe. As a
result, Parent A has difficulty in ensuring that her daugligends school

regularly. Because of this, Parent A has been contactéldeblyducation Welfare
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Board (National Education Welfare Board 2008), through the Educatidiaid/e

Officers, with regard to her daughter’s poor school attendance.

6.3.1.1 Interview findings

Question 1:  What do you see as your responsibilities as a paremnt relation

to the school, to help your child?

The following was Parent A’s reply:
School only has the child from 9 A.M. to 2.40 P.M. Basically yothere
to continue — learning goes on all the time. There’s the bhsig bf
asking your child, ‘How was your day?’ Being interested in schabbl
make your child interested in school. Alison does homework, then goes
out. I'm involved in the homework at the start, but | leave her loffet
involved again at the end, but | keep an eye on homework whels sh
doing it. You need to be interested in your child’s education. Somatpare
just see it as avoiding arrest. That’s not good enough.

Question 2:  How well do we and you co-operate to help your child?

Parent A considers that she and the school co-operate veryp\uelpther child.

Question 3:  What would help both us and you to co-operate more?

Parent A feels that, while letters are sent out explaininggsh verbal

communication is better. It is difficult to talk to the teachecause there are so

many children in one class and teachers and parents are ‘strapp@ohd.’

Groups of parents talking would be good, Parent A feels.

Parent A stresses the importance of the teacher in childeghisation and in
parent-teacher co-operation. She stated:

Teachers have to look after the children’s education but alsowhk#are.
Both are equally important —if children aren’t happy they won’tneé
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takes a special person to be a teacher dealing with youmigechilt's not
just about education. The first years at school are very important.
Question 4:  What special difficulties are there in co-operatg, where there
may be some educational disadvantage?
Parent A’s reply was as follows:
Parents may not always be in the frame of mind to talk tdeheher if
something is happening for them. When my child was in Senior Infants he
teacher approached me because she was worried about her. | found that
good. | was relieved to talk and shocked at the same timee&bker was
very understanding. Because of what was happening [in pardata the
time], | was very guarded in talking. I'm not a person to askélp. A lot
of parents are that way.
There may sometimes be financial difficulties. Onced &adot of trouble
getting time off for a meeting at school. | had to work extrae tinstead.
It's much harder for lone parents though some men don’t balance the scales
either!
A clash of personalities could get in the way of home and scho&lngaogether,
in Parent A’s view.
Question 5:  What could be done to help co-operation betwegrarents and
school, where there is some educational disadvantage?
Parent A suggests that, if instead of one bulk payment for booksigeoeid pay
in weekly instalments.
Question 6: How well do we and you communicate, to help your child?
Parent A considers that she and the school communicate véryowelp her
child.
Question 7:  What could help us to communicate better?
Parent A feels that the once-a-year parent-teacher melatitigg just ten minutes,

is inadequate. She stated:
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A follow up would be good towards the end of the year. The schpottre
is good but there’s nothing better than sitting down and having a chat.
She also feels that the parent-teacher meeting is heldatlyoire the school year,
i.e., in November. Parent A considers that teachers cannoblyobsi familiar
with the educational progress of children in their class bytiteof the first term,
which is shortened by one week due to the mid-term break, andetwiters
would have a better understanding of the children later in the year.
Question 8: What special challenges are there in communicati, where
there may be educational disadvantage?
In Parent A’s view, a challenge exists if the teachends approachable. She
stated:
Parents are bringing their own experience to the teacher. Parsats
hated school. They bring the stigma along with them. Parefii®mnce
children to a certain degree. If parents hated school they couldrieg
the experience for the child beforehand.
Question 9:  What could be done to help communication betweeparents
and school, where there is some educational disadvantage?
The best way of helping is ‘basic one-to-one communication’ dxtwarent and
teacher, in Parent A’s view.
Question 10: How well do you feel you are involved with the Bool, to help
your child?

Parent A’s reply to this question was ‘Getting better.’
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Question 11: What could be done to help you to be more involvedtwithe

school, in helping your child?

Parent A stated:
If the classes were smaller you could work better with thehier to get
problems sorted. When Alison was in pre-school (where numbers were
smaller) she had a problem distinguishing between red and greexs | w
able to work with the pre-school teacher to get the problemdsertie
curriculum there was not as wide and varied.
(In reply to question from interviewer as to how much she knew about
primary school curriculum): | know she’s doing basic maths, reaal
writing. I'm fairly keyed in with Alison as regards this. @men
sometimes don’t want to talk about school. When | ask about how she got
on in school, she often just says, ‘Fine.’

Question 12: What special challenges are there in being inveld, where

there may be some educational disadvantage?

Parent A considers that big classes are a hindrance to tedwneng time to

involve parents. Children nowadays grow up very fast and ‘hare gadgets,’ in

her view. These facts make the teachers’ workload more demaitiedact that

life in Ireland has become very materialistic is allelnge to being involved, in

Parent A’s view, as now, in many households, both parents have toBenk a

lone parent is also a challenge to being involved. Parenttéddtiaat she does her

very best to attend events at school involving her daughter,asucbhncerts and

sacramental occasions. She stated that the child’s fatsendtaattended these

events. Once, she herself could not attend an event and st Statas gutted

[i.e., very upset].’
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Parent A stated that some parents might be reluctant to coothe school. She
said that some parents went through school themselves and finishkdowing
how to spell. Speaking of involvement, she said, ‘Anyone witiieg difficulty
would shy away, especially if they’re advanced in age.’
Question 13: What could be done to help with these challenges?
Parent A holds that parents could support teachers in the classtuenebyt
making more time for teachers to communicate with parents. ISheederred to
the Bridging the Gap programme which, she feels, had helped her involvement.
For this programme, she had come in to partake in a writinggroge with the
children in her daughter's class. This, she stated, helpedoh&rel ‘not so
daunted’ and connected her with her daughter’s learning and wisichbel.
Question 14a:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to your child?
Parent A feels poorly consulted in relation to her child. Shedsta
This is because teachers do not have enough support in class and not
enough time. When there are thirty children in a class sorheufiiér. As
| said already, the parent-teacher meetings just onceraay@ait enough
and they only last ten minutes. When the report comes iruthener you
can't discuss it with the teacher.
Question 14b:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to wider school issues?

Parent A considers that she is consulted very well in oelét wider school issues

and that her views are very well respected.
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Question 15: What should we be doing to consult with you andslien to your
views, with more respect?

Parent A replied, ‘I feel my views are listened to witbpect.’

Question 16: What special challenges are there in consulting @istening to
the views of parents, when there may be some educational disadtege?
Parent A feels that there is a challenge for the teacher in terms ahéhaviailable
to him/her. In addition, ‘sometimes the teacher may be staskoffrhis causes
problems, in Parent A’s view.

Question 17: What could be done to help with these?

The amount of time available to a teacher is out of the conttbleaschool but, in
Parent A’s view, ‘care should be taken when allocating eta'ss

Question 18: How supported by the school and its wider commiuyg links
and agencies do you feel?

Parent A feels very well supported by the school. In termshef wider
community, she singled out the two Education Welfare OfficeratigNal
Education Welfare Board 2008) she has encountered for special mestéting
that she feels ‘supported’ by them. Parent A feels unsupported bwities
community. She referred to a time following a very traumatic experiercer ilife
(referred to above, p. 321) when she badly needed the support of community
agencies. She was not supported by them. She stated that, @héiathe had
entrusted her lot to the state and had been let down by iheAtirhe, the only

support for Parent A came from the school. Parent A statedhbatid not know



how people in difficult circumstances who do not have school-gdifdren cope
because, as she sees it, the only support for such people isésohbol.
Question 19: What should the school and its wider community ageies do to
give you more support?

Parent A feels very supported by the school but stated that supportthe
broader community agencies is difficult to access. Parent Adcoat work
following the traumatic experience she had had, referred to apog21), and
stated that, because of her previous exemplary work record, fobadd to get
unemployment benefit. (She was referring to the fact thaguse of her previous
exemplary work record, she found it difficult to persuade thevegit authorities
that she now could not work and needed financial support.) She stdtad, to
work tooth and nail for any benefit.’ In circumstances such as sle=tieced, she
feels that help from community agencies should be easyéssc

Question 20: What special needs might parents of children ith some
educational disadvantage have for such support?

Parent A stated that lone parents are coping on their own. Bagpors like
financial support for books and rent allowance would be a help, EnP&’s
view. Parent A feels that parents of children with some dmuned disadvantage
may need special support from the workplace. She stated: fiBheworkplace is
supposed to have become tolerant but still has ways of putting suéshe
referred to a time when she needed to do shift work in ordesctimanodate her
caring for her daughter and found it difficult to get this, in spftan exemplary

work record with the company for which she was working.
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6.3.1.2 Parent-school partnership implemented during the project

Prior to the action research project, Parent A had taken pé#re iBridging the

Gap literacy project in St. Mary’s School.

As Parent A was attending two courses during the action résparod, she was
unable to attend involvement events. One of these courses wasnnetted to
the school; the other was a personal development course in the sthaaized
through the HSCL Scheme. Parent A was in frequent communicatibntivé
researcher (in her role as principal) and the HSCL Coordinatargdtime research
period and the school made every effort to support Parent A, wherssdifobm
health problems as an outcome of the traumatic experienceecefe earlier

(p. 321), in her efforts to improve her daughter’s attendance .stipgort took the
form of the HSCL Coordinator and the researcher, in her roleimsgal, being
available to talk to Parent A when necessary. The school,dheakon Welfare
Officer and Parent A worked in partnership towards ensuring a gduablsc
attendance for Parent A’s daughter. In addition, the HSCL Coordihaiped

Parent A to receive support from a community agency.

6.3.1.3 Evaluation of action implemented during the action reseancbdcbe

Question 2:  How well do we and you co-operate to help your child?

Parent A replied ‘Very well” at both initial and final inwgews.



Question 6: How well do we and you communicate to help your chfi?

Parent A replied, ‘Very well,” at both initial and final imgeews.

Question 10: How well do you feel you are involved with the Bool, to help
your child?

Parent A stated at the initial interview that her involeat with the school was
‘getting better’ and at the end of the action research periocstsibed that her
involvement was ‘a lot better.” When asked to elaborate nParsaid:

What Alison missed in school, | should be in court but, with your hedp a
the help of both Education Welfare Officers, | wasn't. [Thiene to the
fact that parents can be prosecuted, under the Education Wasttaz000,

for their children’s poor school attendance.] We were able to workndr

it all. I did the personal development programme and that gearegb rtoe

go into the community support programme. You supported Alison bigtime.
| know she’s safe in school. You don’t know how hard it is for parents t
let their child go. The support meant the world to me and has helped
bond back with my family. The school was the only outside connection |
had and it was positive. [When | was going through a rough iimeds a
very big, uphill struggle and | had no support from any other agdncy.
couldn’t work and | couldn’t function. Knowing that there’s someone out
there rooting for you makes all the difference. My child iswoyld and
school is a monumental part of her life for thirteen years. If you don’t know
the people around your child, you should get to know them. You might
think you’re here going through the motions but you're on the corridor
talking to parents and children. You're a very hands-on principalaltot
easier for parents to come and talk to you if they know you.

Question 14a:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to your child?

At the initial interview, Parent A stated that she wassulted poorly in relation to
her own child. This is because, in Parent A’s view, teactlersot have enough

time to talk with parents and because parent-teacher meetengsld too early in

the school year. Parent A stated that there had been aovenpent in the timing
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of the parent-teacher meeting in the current school yearvaasitheld in Term
Three. (Note that parent-teacher meetings for the schaggneral were held in
December. Parent-teacher meetings for Parent A’s chilass alere held in Term
Three because of personnel factors.) Parent A stated fatdheterview that she
is still poorly consulted in relation to her child, because ef ldck of time
available to teachers for consultation.

Question 14b:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to wider school issues?

Parent A replied, ‘Very well,” at initial and final interview

Question 18: How supported by the school and its wider commiug links
and agencies do you feel?

At both initial and final interviews, Parent A felt very Wslipported by the school

but poorly supported by wider community agencies.

6.3.2 Case Study 2: Parent B

Parent B is a past pupil of St. Mary’s School. She is a lonenpan¢h four
daughters aged 8-14. The two younger ones are in primary school, oeeomdS
Class and one in Third Class. The two older girls are iorgtry school and will
take their Leaving Certificate examination in 2009. ParetdgfBschool after the
Intermediate Certificate at age sixteen. Parent B woikd to resume her
education, if she could. Parent B’s youngest daughter, who ecion8l Class, has
a chronic health condition which requires constant care and atterron fr

Parent B.
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6.3.2.1 Interview findings

Question 1: What do you see as your responsibilities as a pareit relation
to the school, to help your child?
Parent B replied:
Basically trying to get them here and listening to theltees. | help with
homework. With the two smallies [i.e., younger children], you loatheit
journal. With the older ones, it's harder.
Question 2: How well do we and you co-operate to help your child?
Parent B considers that she and the school co-operate verytowkélp her
children.
Question 3:  What would help both us and you to co-operate more?
Parent B feels that co-operation is very good at presents@&jgests that the
school should have a rule stating that children should only be allawbdntg
basic writing/colouring materials to use in school. Many childrave ‘fancy’ and
expensive materials and there is a pressure on parents to Huggdymaterials.
Parent B considers that children can be hurtful to each othehainchildren have

said to her children, ‘My mam has money, yours is poor.’

Parent B considers that teachers play a large role in prugnod-operation and
mentioned that to praise the children has beneficial outcdPaeent B’s youngest
daughter had a teacher who was very encouraging to the chilstninParent B

was encouraged when the child came home and said, ‘Mam, | gdieekeethe
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best in the class.” Speaking of her youngest daughter, PareamitiB‘'She got so

much from it, like. | think it's given her a great buzz, tohomest with you.’

Question 4:  What special difficulties are there in co-operatg, where there

may be some educational disadvantage?

Parent B cited financial difficulties and elaborated on thiseply to Question 5,

below.

Question 5:  What could be done to help co-operation betwegrarents and

school, where there may be some educational disadvantage?

Parent B replied as follows:
Prices are outrageous. The school has helped me with mywghlgheir
books, but as for uniforms, it's scandalous. It puts an awful Istrafn on
me. In the secondary school, their uniform alone could amount to €1,000.
It's not just me, granted I'm low-paid, but there’s people outethieat are
working that can’t afford it either. The books in the primary ale
workbooks, it's crazy you can't pass them on. It adds to the expense,
whereas if you could pass them on ... It's dead money. It's briltay
get lunches in primary school.

Parent B stated that her income is approximately €300 per week armhdher

four children must survive on this. Parent B gets a childretdsvahce from the

State but that is used to buy clothing. Parent B tries to supptdraeincome. She

stated: ‘I scrimp and scrounge. | do people’s ironing and | do pedyelss. | do

anything. | run around for people. | just don’t have the choice.’

Question 6: How well do we and you communicate, to help your child?

Parent B feels that she and the school communicate vdriovirelp her children.

Question 7:  What could help us to communicate better?

While ‘the letters basically tell us everything’ ParentcBnsiders that written

communication can be problematic in that ‘the kids just put theaml@tters] in
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their bag and that’s it This form of communication depends on whetieer
children remember to pass on the letters. Therefore, amailtee form of
communication should be considered, in Parent B’s view. As degar
communication, Parent B feels that a lot depends on théeeaShe gave an
example of a teacher who communicated very well with hdrembne of Parent
B’s daughters had problems at senior primary level, her teatioered Parent B
every week to keep her informed and, in this way, teacher amuhtpaorked
together to help the child.

Question 8: What special challenges are there in communicati, where
there may be educational disadvantage?

Parent B sees no special challenge in communicating where thaye be
educational disadvantage.

Question 9:  What could be done to help communication betweeparents
and school, where there may be some educational disadvantage?

Parent B does not see the need to improve communication but sessd to
improve on the method of communicating via letters sent horaaghrchildren.
Question 10: How well do you feel you are involved with the Bool, to help
your child?

Parent B considers that she is well involved with the schoolahghe has an
excellent relationship with the school and communicates regulanggasds the
children’s needs and progress. However, Parent B has alsidkaad therefore
cannot commit to being involved in the school. Parent B has tottiakehild for

frequent appointments in one hospital and has to collect suppliggfohitd from
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another. These duties, in addition to the fact that she iokdmeadwinner, mean
that Parent B is not able to commit to school involvement activRiasent B helps
her children with homework but stated that there are difficuitighis regard.
She stated:
Homework has changed since | was at school. | have most diffiwith
the Irish. Natalie would need to write her homework down propérly.
takes me about an hour to get it out of her [what she has to do].
In reply to the interviewer asking if there was anythingoeald do in the school
to help, Parent B stated: ‘You've done all you can, it's jusiaNe. She has to pay
more attention to the board [i.e., blackboard].” Parent B suggesiad a
homework club in the school, where the children would be helped thwin
homework ‘would be fantastic.” Parent B has never missed a scheol, e.g.,
concert or drama, in which her children took part.
Question 11: What could be done to help you to be more involveditiv the
school, in helping your child?
Parent B feels that, if there was more support for carexs ¢f sick children), she
could be more involved in school activities. (See also reply toqueedtion.)
Question 12: What special challenges are there in being inveld, where
there may be some educational disadvantage?
Parent B sees financial difficulties as the main chgketo being involved. As a
lone parent, she is the sole breadwinner, has low-paid emploameémhust work
as much as she can. This precludes her from being invoBrezl stated: ‘They

give you a rise and in two days you have a letter from the Cairpor Your rent is
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gone up. They're giving it and taking it.” (This refers to the fact thatnvehe gets
an increase in her pay, the rent which she pays for her lochbrayt
accommodation is often increased soon afterwards.) Parent Btlfietlthe Irish
school system compares unfavourably with its English counterpddrnms of
financial support.
You go to England and there’s everything supplied. There’s hoedinn
supplied. My kids don’t seem to be getting free education. Myie®us
were home from England. They could not believe the amount | hawag/to p
for the girls to go to school. It's not free education — not at all.
Question 13: What could be done to help with these challenges?
Parent B replied:
| think the school system is wrong because they're putting too much
responsibility on the parents and on the teachers. Books should be in t
school. Dinners should be supplied by the government.
Question 14a:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to your child?
Parent B stated, ‘Very well. You always ask me for myvegié
Question 14b:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to wider school issues?
Parent B considers she’s very well consulted for her viewlstlzat her views are
very well respected.
Question 15: What should we be doing to consult with you andsten to your

views, with more respect?

Parent B stated:
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You always ask for my views. I'm asked for my opinion and we wor&ttay.
The teachers listen to me. It's very personal in the prisetngol.
Question 16: What special challenges are there in consulting @istening to
the views of parents, when there may be some educational disadtege?
Parent B sees no challenge.
Question 17: What could be done to help with these?
(Not applicable)
Question 18: How supported by the school and its wider commug links
and agencies do you feel?
Parent B feels very well supported by the school and the School &wompl
Programme (Chapter One, 16-18) but poorly supported by the school's wider
community links. She stated:
The community does nothing for the kids, nothing. We've tried tange
things ourselves but it all comes down to insurance and money. €0 giv
them an extra-curricular [activity] it's money, money, manegr them to
go to youth clubs on two nights, it's €16 for four because it's €2 a.night
The parks, you can’t go up there because there’s children up tiet's,
what | call them, they're only children, drinking. My kids hawvething.
The only extra ... what | find brilliant is the set-up ye have here (i.e., School
Completion Programme activities) ... the soccer on a Thurskdatys the
only break they get. When they break up on holidays they go [to holiday
activities provided by SCP] ... that’s the only break they get.
Question 19: What should the school and its wider community ageies do to
give you more support?
Parent B feels that there should be something arranged in thrauctiy for the

children, especially something that would teach them how to intesitit each

other. Parent B mentioned the desirability of putting activitieglace such as a
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community disco for the older children because, at the momente’sheothing
there without costing a fortune’ and, in her view, therepdeaty of venues for
these events.

Question 20: What special needs might parents of children thisome
educational disadvantage have for such support?

Parents have not got the resources themselves to provide exicatauactivities,

in Parent B’s view.

6.3.2.2 Partnership implemented during the project

Prior to the action research period, Parent B had not been idvaivechool

activities.

Parent B was not able to commit to a partnership activityhguhe course of the
project, due to her commitments to her sick child. She shichr't commit to
doing things and let people down. It's horrible to let people dovwarém B feels
badly about not being involved. She stated: ‘The kids say, “Mam, yarenik
there, you weren’t there” and it’s very, very hard.” The aeseer reminded her of
all the care she gives to her children and suggested she maiglat word of

congratulations to herself for that. She replied, ‘It's very hawshy.’
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6.3.2.3 Evaluation of action implemented during the action relse®riod

Question 2 How well do we and you co-operate to help your child?

Parent B felt that she and the school co-operate very wibthtinitial and final
interviews.

Question 6: How well do we and you communicate to help your chfi?

At both initial and final interviews, Parent B considered gfae and the school
communicate very well to help her child.

Question 10: How well do you feel you are involved with the sobl, to help
your child?

At the initial interview, Parent B stated that she wa# wmvolved with the school

to help her child.

As stated, Parent B was not able to be involved in a partnexstivity. She did,
however undertake a personal development course in the school through the HSC
Scheme. Parent B said that it helped that it was heltkis¢hool and on a day that
suited her. Speaking of this course, she stated:

| loved that. It was a brilliant course. It was absolutelydatit. It opened

up an awful lot of people and you got to meet new people which wast gr

I’'m usually only talking to the dog. It showed us the opportunitiesatet

out there. I'd recommend it. [The course] was what gavéheénterest to

go back to school.
At the final interview, Parent B stated that she wal iweolved with the school

to help her child. No increase in involvement during the acticearek period was

noted by Parent B.



Question 14a: How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them, in relation to your child?

At both initial and final interviews, Parent B stated thatisheery well consulted
for her views in relation to her child and that these viawesvery well respected.
Question 14b: How well do we at school consult you for your viesy and
respect them, in relation to wider school issues?

At both initial and final interviews, Parent B stated thatisheery well consulted
for her views in relation to wider school issues and that thieses are very well
respected.

Question 18: How supported by the school and its wider commitg links do
you feel?

At both initial and final interviews, Parent B felt very Walipported by the school

and poorly supported by its wider community links.

6.3.3 Case Study 3: Parent C

Parent C is a past pupil of St. Mary’s School. Parent C haglaughters. The
elder one is in third level education, the younger is in Second.(Rasent C was
single when she had her elder daughter and was a lone parentnShenisrried.

Parent C left school herself at age 15, having completed SeconéhY&econdary
School. She feels that education is ‘paramount,’ but is not somettngpushes’
on her children. She sees education as ‘a gateway to a good’ f8peeaking of

her elder daughter, who is now in college, Parent C sayshieatid not ‘cram

education down her throat’ but invited her to come in and see wherderself
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works for a minimum wage. Her daughter said, ‘I would never woekplace like
this, never.’ Parent C said she likes her work and is proudhaf she does.

Parent C advised her daughter to get a good education and fsgad, et a good
education, you’ll get a good job.” Parent C is now proud of the tfeadt her
daughter is at third-level but also surprised. She says. ‘| tsogge pinch myself

and say, “My girl is going to college!” I'm really proud of theyghe turned out.’

6.3.3.1 Interview findings

Question 1: What do you see as your responsibilities as parentn relation
to the school, to help you child?
Parent C feels that ‘every aspect’ of her child’s scimgols her responsibility,
including making sure that the child has everything she needs cfwols
overseeing her child’'s homework and ‘making sure she does selherShe
believes that it is important ‘to explain things individually’‘elsildren need one-
to-one.’
Question 2:  How well do we and you co-operate to help your child?
Parent C considers that she and the school co-operate vetg Wwelp her child.
Question 3:  What would help both us and you to co-operate more?
Parent C feels that time is an issue and that when shakeng she does not have
time to come in to take part in activities. She also hdéldsdo-operation is very
good as it stands. She stated:

A lot depends on the teacher. With my older child, the lastéachers the

child had insisted that the child could do more because she heatiglbot
They worked with me to ensure that the child did her best.
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Question 4:  What special difficulties are there in co-operatg, where there
may be some educational disadvantage?
Parent C cites working, illness and stress as possibleutliie, stating that ‘some
people can only deal with one thing at a time.” She believescthaperation is
more difficult for lone parents. Parent C can see the difter¢hat having two
parents makes as she herself was a lone parent when hedaldgrter was at
primary school and she had to go out to work to support her daagutdnerself.
Question 5:  What could be done to help co-operation betwegrarents and
school, where there may be some educational disadvantage?
Parent C contends that putting on courses for parents is helpfidteBéa:
The courses run in the school for parents are fabulous. They are running
both during the day and at night to facilitate parents.
Question 6: How well do we and you communicate, to help your child?
Parent C feels that she and the school communicate verytonvedllp her child.
She noted the change in children’s relationships with teachersadagw,
compared with the past, and said, ‘When | was going to schoolfnhysas just
afraid of the teachers.’
Question 7:  What could help us to communicate better?

In Parent C’s view communication is very good as it stands.
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Question 8: What special challenges are there in communicati, where
there may be educational disadvantage?

Parent C holds that there may be challenges if the teachsmvere.” She stated:
‘If the child is defiant, if the parent and teacher cank tathrough, that would be
a problem.’

Question 9:  What could be done to help communication betweeparents
and school, where there may be some educational disadvantage?

Parent C sees a difficulty in that, in some cases, theyebmao way of bringing
about an improvement. If, for instance, there is a difficulighwa child’s
behaviour at school and the child is rebelling against certaathées,
communication between parent and teachers to bring about a sohaiprbe
impossible.

Question 10: How well do you feel you are involved with the Bool, to help
your child?

Parent C’s reply to this question was, ‘As well as possildke feels that, if a
parent wants to help her child, then the parent needs to be idvahag know
what’s affecting the child in school.

Question 11: What could be done to help you to be more involveditiv the
school, in helping your child?

Parent C does not see a need for more to be done as ‘much isidreenglready.’
She repeated her opinion that ‘classes for parents areatiigea.’ ‘I think the
school is great and I'm very much involved,” she said. She sai child loves

school, loves the teacher and loves the activities in schodiees her an account
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each evening of what went on in school that day. When her chilchmna sick,
Parent C gives her homework.

Question 12: What special challenges are there in being inveld, where
there may be some educational disadvantage?

Parent C sees extra children at home, younger children and theestd life as
challenges. She stated:

When a Mum has three or four children ... | don’t know how they do it.
I’'m not surprised children go off the rails.

If there are stresses at home, a child might retaliadensisbehave as ‘she is not
getting the attention she should be getting.” Parent C spokeedifficulty she
had with being involved when her elder daughter was in school andasha ne
parent. She said, ‘I was always too tired for her.” In otdesupport herself and
her child, she had no choice but to work from 9 A.M. to 1.30 AriM.from

8 P.M. to 1.30 A.M. Parent C was unemployed in recent yesosazld spoke of
that time as being ‘a great learning curve’ for her childsarying ‘you can't give
them what you haven't got.’ She feels that children nowadays hale of
material goods but ‘you have to teach them the right values.’

Question 13: What could be done to help with these challenges?

Parent C believes that joining the classes provided by tieokfor parents could
help, stating that ‘if you join, you find you’re not on your own.’

Question 14a:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to your child?

Parent C considers that she is very well consulted for hessviie relation to her
child and that her views are very well respected.
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Question 14b:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to wider school issues?

Parent C considers that she is very well consulted for her weke$ation to wider
school issues and that her views are very well respected.

Question 15: What should we be doing to consult with you andsten to your
views, with more respect?

Parent C feels her views are listened to with respect.

Question 16: What special challenges are there in consulting @istening to
the views of parents, when there may be some educational disadtege?
Parent C does not see challenges here.

Question 17: What could be done to help with these?

(Not applicable)

Question 18: How supported by the school and its wider commiug links
and agencies do you feel?

Parent C feels very well supported by both the school and the eadenunity.
She gives special mention to the Community Centre and the Youth Club as sources
of support.

Question 19: What should the school and its wider community ageies do to
give you more support?

(Not applicable)
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Question 20: What special needs might parents of children thi some
educational disadvantage have for such support?
If families are big or if there are financial or other stesss peoples’ lives, then

community support is important, in Parent C’s view.

6.3.3.2 Parent-school partnership implemented during project

Prior to and during the project, Parent C has been involved in wgghter's
classroom irMaths for Fun. Parent C and her husband came in to the school to do

paired reading (not as part of action research).

As part of the action research project, Parent C and hbahdgook part in an art
activity in the school. This art activity was organisedhsy HSCL Coordinator
and the researcher and was an add-on activity to the higatkyorganised by
parents as part of the main action spirals. (See Chap&r. For the art activity,
ten children, assisted where possible by their parents, and,tbad#rection of an
artist employed by the school, painted pictures of local histdsighlings on
canvasses. The finished pictures were shown at a school artiexhanitl then

became part of a display to celebrate the history walks deddntChapter Five.

6.3.3.3 Evaluation of partnership implemented during project

Question 2:  How well do we and you co-operate to help your child?
Parent C’s reply to this question at both the initial and fim&rview was, ‘Very

well.’
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Question 6: How well do we and you communicate to help your chfi?

Parent C’s reply was, ‘Very well,” both at the initial amntbf interview.

Question 10: How well do you feel you are involved with the Bool, to help
your child?

Parent C replied that she was involved as well as possiliethtinterviews.
Parent C did not consider that there was an increase in lerofleinvolvement
during the action research period as she continues to be involweellaass she
possibly can. Parent C stated that she and her husband had aajaggdart in
the art activity and expressed admiration for the finishadtipgs.

Question 14a:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to your child?

Parent C replied, ‘Very well,” at both initial and final inteaws.

Question 14b:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to wider school issues?

Parent C replied, ‘Very well,” at both initial and final inteaws.

Question 18: How supported by the school and its wider commiuyg links
and agencies do you feel?

Parent C felt very well supported by both the school and the widemaaity
links at both initial and final interviews. At the final inteew, Parent C expressed

the view that one has to know what is on offer in the commungyad of it.



6.3.4 Case Study 4: Parent D

Parent D is a past pupil of St. Mary’s School. She is a pmarent with four
children. Her eldest child, a girl, is in"4Class. She has a daughter in Junior
Infants and two younger boys, one aged two years and one a few notghths
Parent D left school after she had taken the Intermediatdic2eet examination,
aged sixteen. She said that when she was at school her rathéo go out to

work and that she and her siblings had to do a lot of housework.

Speaking of her elder daughter, Parent D stated:

Sabrina wants to be a teacher or a beautician. | hopedarilliturn out to
be totally different from mine. There’s more for children nowgrento
avail of. I'd love her to go the whole way to Leaving Cextife and make
something of herself. | left school after Inter Cert. I'd nquerss my child
but | want her to go the whole way and take a different path to iirie;
my best to help her stay in school to Leaving Cert. | wouldn'’t liketdne
come in with a baby. She’s very bright but she can be very ch8bkyhas
her good points. She’s very interested in art and poetry.

6.3.4.1 Interview findings

Question 1: What do you see as your responsibilities as parentn relation
to the school, to help you child?

Parent D sees to it that her children get to school. IEahaot bring them herself,
she asks a neighbour to bring them. Parent D ensures that ktheerciget to
holiday activities organized through the School Completion Progeamm
Speaking of her elder daughter, Parent D stated:

| want her to get on. | do my best but time is another issue. | don’t have that
time. If there was homework classes it would bring her along fine
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Question 2:  How well do we and you co-operate to help your child?
Parent D considers that she and the school co-operate veryp Wwelpther child.
Question 3:  What would help both us and you to co-operate more?
Parent D stated:

| find it very hard to do the homework with the girls. Sabrina tcan’

concentrate on her homework. The telly could be on or Baby Tom ceuld b

up and down the stairs. I'd love homework classes for Sabrinasafteol.
There should be facilities for them. | can’t afford after-schoavitiess.
Question 4:  What special difficulties are there in co-operatg, where there
may be some educational disadvantage?
Parent D cites lack of time as a difficulty as well asmpetition between
children.” Parent D feels that there is a lot of pressureganents to provide
expensive pencils, markers, pencil cases and other colouringatsater children
and stated: ‘I can’t afford some of the things for Sabrina tha&tr athildren have.
Things are dear enough, quite expensive, especially since thenemey came
in.’
Question 5:  What could be done to help co-operation betwegrarents and

school, where there may be educational disadvantage?

Parent D replied to this question as follows:

A fund should be set up. My mother sent two of my brothers to St.

Matthew’s School [not real name] because everything was freey

should have a hot lunch. In all the schools in England everything is free. I'd

love Sabrina to be joined in things but | can’t afford to digethe money.



Question 6: How well do we and you communicate, to help your child?
Parent D considers that she and the school communicate véryowelp her
children. Speaking of communication, she said, ‘It's perfect.’

Question 7:  What could help us to communicate better?

Parent D does not consider that communication needs to be improved.
Question 8: What special challenges are there in communicati, where
there may be educational disadvantage?

Parent D stated: ‘I don’t have problems. | enquire about thefgrts the teacher
every week.’

Question 9:  What could be done to help communication betweeparents
and school, where there is some educational disadvantage?

Parent D does not see a need to improve on present practices.

Question 10: How well do you feel you are involved with the Bool, to help
your child?

Parent D feels well involved with the school. She mostly caroomhe to
involvement activities in the school because of her childmindmgmitments.
She stated: ‘I'm worn out over the kids, rearing them on my’ddarent D comes
to all of the school events (e.g., concerts, plays) in which her children aresidvol
Question 11: What could be done to help you to be more involveditiv the
school, in helping your child?

Parent D would enjoy coming into the school if her childminding dpeemitted.

She said, ‘There would be no problem. I'd enjoy getting out for an tvotwo.’
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Parent D stated that some parents are ‘shy’ about coming imbolsand that it
would help if they could come with another parent whom they knew.
Question 12: What special challenges are there in being inveld, where
there may be some educational disadvantage?
Parent D replied:
Doing homework. | have to make dinners and feed the babieg.tb tr
blame myself but | know | am not to blame.
Question 13: What could be done to help with these challenges?
Parent D sees the main challenge (i.e., childminding) as being outside didbé sc
domain but with regard to another challenge, her difficulty in idrog a quiet
space for homework, she feels that the school could help by puthiogework
club, where the children would be helped with homework, in place.
Question 14a:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to your child?
Parent D considers that she is very well consulted by the sthoslation to her
child and that her views are very well respected.
Question 14b:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to wider school issues?
Parent D considers that she is very well consulted by the school in relatiateto wi
school issues and that her views are very well respected.
Question 15: What should we be doing to consult with you angten to your
views, with more respect?

Parent D does not see a need for improvement here.
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Question 16: What special challenges are there in consulting @istening to
the views of parents, when there may be some educational disadtege?
Parent D sees no challenge.

Question 17: What could be done to help with these?

(Not applicable)

Question 18: How supported by the school and its wider commiug links
and agencies do you feel?

Parent D feels very well supported by the school but poorly supported wydigre
community.

Question 19: What should the school and its wider community ageies do to
give you more support?

Parent D says that ‘there are halls everywhere’ and lieaetshould be used to
provide after-school activities for children. These adésitare not available near
to where Parent D lives and she is afraid to allow her daughtealk a distance
to where activities are provided as ‘it's an awful world’ ahdre is a lot of
violence in the locality. In any case, she finds the dietsvtoo expensive, stating
that a session in the swimming pool costs €3.80 for a child. Themsuholidays
are a particular problem, in the sense of keeping childrenpaxt She said,
‘There is no way of getting them anywhere. They need aetvifThere are too
many kids on the terrace [i.e., where she lives]. They'rédied

Question 20: What special needs might parents of childremvith some
educational disadvantage have for such support?

Parent D replied:
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Money, time and resources. Also, Sabrina doesn’t have childréerof
own age around. She has friends in school but basically nothing after
school. I'm mostly very busy and very tired with the babiesostly have
patience but at times | don’t. It's hard for lone parents. Thegea lot of

lone parents out there. It's especially hard coming up to thealyslid

6.3.4.2 Parent-school partnership implemented during action chsear

Parent D attended two school involvement activities during theseoof the
project, one connected with the project and one unconnected. Taenected
activity involved Parent D coming in to the school for an efitviy organized in
the school by an outside agency. This activity involved paremds children
working together on an art project. Parent D made a spetial &f come in to
this activity because her daughter loves art. Parent Dcalse to the art activity
connected with the project in which children, with parental invoket, painted

canvasses of local historical buildings.

6.3.4.3 Evaluation of partnership implemented during project

Question 2 How well do we and you co-operate to help your child?

Parent D replied, ‘Very well,” at both initial and final inteews.

Question 68 How well do we and you communicate to help your child?

Parent D replied, ‘Very well,” at both initial and final inteews.

Question 10 How well do you feel you are involved with the school, to help
your child?

Parent D considered herself well involved at both initial andl finterviews.

Parent D said she comes in to ask about the children’s prayessweek. When
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asked about the parental involvement activity connected with thjecpr she
stated, ‘I found that brilliant.” She said the children’s auntheds to buy the
painting from the school for Parent D’'s own mother and father bedawsuld be
‘memories’ for them. She stated that she would get it bagkans to come, that it
would be precious.

Question 14a:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to your child?

Parent D felt at both initial and final interviews that sheary well consulted for
her views in relation to her child and that her viewsvarg well respected.
Question 14b:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to wider school issues?

Parent D felt at both initial and final interviews that sheary well consulted for
her views in relation to wider school issues and that hewxsviare very well
respected.

Question 18: How supported by the school and its wider commityg links and
agencies do you feel?

Parent D felt very well supported by the school but poorly supportékebyider

community at both initial and final interviews.

6.3.5 Case Study 5: Parent E
Parent E is not a past pupil of St. Mary’s School but went to scimoal
neighbouring school. Parent E lives with her husband and three chil8hrenhas

a thirteen year-old son in a neighbouring school and two children M&8y's, a
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daughter in Second Class and a son in Senior Infants. Pardath€sdied when
she was eleven and her mother died when she was sixteen. Pdefnschool
then to work to support the family. Parent E would like her childrestdg in
school to Leaving Certificate. If her son would like to leagbool at sixteen to do
an apprenticeship she would agree but would not like him to drop outofor
reason. She does not know if the children will go to college. Subdwiot see it
as a big possibility. It would be a ‘shock’ if the boys went buthest daughter.
During the course of the action research project, a traureaéint occurred in

Parent E’s family which caused stress, pain and disruption toyfhimi

6.3.5.1 Interview findings

Question 1: What do you see as your responsibilities as a pareit relation
to the school, to help your child?

Parent E considers that she must make sure the childramsgiedol on time. She
sees her other responsibilities as helping the children witlewonk, getting the
children involved in extra-curricular activities, e.g., artiphg them get used to
school and helping them to get more confidence.

Question 2:  How well do we and you co-operate to help your child?

Parent E considers that she and the school co-operate veryowedllg her
children.

Question 3:  What would help both us and you to co-operate more?

Parent E feels that we co-operate very well as it is.
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Question 4:  What special difficulties are there in co-operatg, where there
may be some educational disadvantage?
Parent E stated: ‘If one child is sick, | can be all up inaphecould wrap the sick
child up if he wasn’t too bad, but | have no car.’ Parent E saidast®t bring her
other children to school if one child is sick.
Question 5:  What could be done to help co-operation betwegrarents and
school, where there is some educational disadvantage?
In Parent E’s view, ‘it helps if you know it's all right to setimes bring your
child in late.’
Question 6: How well do we and you communicate, to help your child?
Parent E feels that she and the school communicate veryonelp her children.
She stated:
| feel | can come and talk to the teachers at any timee Kgk made great
progress with the Learning Support Teacher. She is realingdtim into
reading. | found that programme that she took up brilliant. He dvdarit
to go at the beginning. He used to be very shy. He is out of lhinse.
He loves school now. He didn’'t want to go at the beginning. Thedeach
brought him out of himself. He wouldn’t read a book before. He now even
takes up [his sister] Sarah’s books at home and though he can’t eead th
he is interested in the pictures.
Question 7:  What could help us to communicate better?

Parent E says she finds communication easy and always askad¢hers how the

children are getting on.
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Question 8: What special challenges are there in communicati, where
there may be educational disadvantage?

There are none, in Parent E’s view. (Note to readertl&eanswer to Question10
below.)

Question 9:  What could be done to help communication betweeparents
and school, where there may be some educational disadvantage?

Parent E considers that communication is very good as it stands.

Question 10: How well do you feel you are involved with the Bool, to help
your child?

Though Parent E feels that she is well involved with the sclsbel, stated: ‘I
wasn’t down to help out — | never got asked.” When the interviewer said that letter
of invitation were sent for parents to participate in Bngging the Gap literacy
project, Parent E made the point that letters get logt;ytha read them and forget
them’ and that being asked in person is much better.

Question 11: What could be done to help you to be more involveditiv the
school, in helping your child?

To this, Parent E replied: ‘Being asked in person.’

Question 12: What special challenges are there in being inveld, where
there may be some educational disadvantage?

Parent E said that some parents have a lot of worriessaesr@and sadness in their
lives that prevent them from being involved. She statedefRsican have a tough

time.’



Question 13: What could be done to help with these challenges?

In Parent E’s view, it would help if schools knew about the diffies some
parents have.

Question 14a:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to your child?

Parent E feels that she is very well consulted for her viewslation to her child
and that her views are very well respected.

Question 14b:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to wider school issues?

Parent E feels that she is consulted very well regardidgrvschool issues and
that her views are very well respected.

Question 15: What should we be doing to consult with you andsten to your
views, with more respect?

(Not applicable)

Question 16: What special challenges are there in consulting @istening to
the views of parents, when there may be some educational disadtege?
Parent E sees no challenges.

Question 17: What could be done to help with these?

(Not applicable)

Question 18: How supported by the school and its wider commiug links
and agencies do you feel?

Parent E is of the view that the school organizes enough @xtriaular activities

and that she does not need the support of the wider communityt Baremsiders
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that extra-curricular activities are essential for cleitdand that her children avail
of after-school art and drama activities in school (i.e., lesdonsvhich parents
must pay, provided on a private business basis in school after $choslby art
and drama teachers) and after-school soccer (provided free by the School
Completion Programme).

Question 19: What should the school and its wider community ageies do to
give you more support?

Parent E does not see the need for more support.

Question 20: What special needs might parents of children thi some
educational disadvantage have for such support?

In Parent E’s viewparents need to be supported so that their problems are known,

leading to greater understanding for parents.

6.3.5.2 Partnership implemented during project

Parent E did not attend any involvement activity prior to th&#omcresearch
project. Parent E was not able to attend any partnershigtychiving the project
due to the fact that she was going through a very traumatiqainful time. (See

p. 355.)

6.3.5.3 Evaluation of partnership implemented during project

Question 2 How well do we and you co-operate to help your child?

Parent E replied, ‘Very well,” at both initial and final intEws.
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Question 8 How well do we and you communicate to help your child?

Parent E replied, ‘Very well,” at both initial and final intEws.

Question 10 How well do you feel you are involved with the school, to help
your child?

Parent E replied, ‘Very well,” at both initial and finakeérviews. Although Parent
E did not attend an involvement activity, she feels very welblved with the
school because she comes in frequently to ask about the childegregs.
Question 14a:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to your child?

Parent E felt at both initial and final interviews that gheery well consulted for
her views in relation to her child and that her viewsvarg well respected.
Question 14b:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to wider school issues?

Parent E felt at both initial and final interviews that gheery well consulted for
her views in relation to wider school issues and that hewxsviare very well
respected.

Question 18: How supported by the school and its wider commiuyg links
and agencies do you feel?

At both initial and final interviews, Parent E felt very well supported bystthool

and felt she did not need the support of the wider community.
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6.3.6 Case Study 6: Parent F

Parent F is not a past pupil of St. Mary’s School. She greanupe south side of
Cork City. Parent F lives with her husband and five childreed &316. The eldest
two are at second-level school and the three youngest are iarprathool. The

two youngest are in St. Mary’s, a boy in Junior Infants and angBecond Class.

Parent F was the second eldest of a family of six and left sehémlirteen (before
her Intermediate Certificate) to stay at home when her engbt sick. Parent F
got a job at fifteen and for this earned £41 per week which, sthe'sas a lot of
money that time.” Regarding her own schooling, Parent F said:
We [i.e., she and her siblings] didn’'t have books. Half the dadidn’t
have a uniform. More of the girls had everything. | just didk#& Bchool. |
thought school wasn’t important and then it wasn’t until | had my own
children that | realised how important it is.
Parent F's eldest child will be completing his Leaving i@eate in 2008 and
Parent F hopes he will get an apprenticeship straight awayntfastated that her
second child, a fourteen year-old girl, has ability but ‘jcstldn’t be bothered
about school’ and is not bothered whether she will pass or failJteior
Certificate examination. Parent F said that this daughiehate to complete her
Leaving Certificate, that ‘she has no other choice.” ®afe said that if she
mentions going to college to her children ‘they just starthagy Parent F said
that she herself did not get an opportunity to complete her eslu@atd she says

to her elder daughter, ‘Don’t end up like me.” Parent F saiddhatknows her

children do not take alcohol and does not think they smoke cigargtiessaid,
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‘Everyone tries things. | know young ones of twelve and thirteenthegre

taking drugs.’

6.3.6.1 Interview findings

Question 1: What do you see as your responsibilities as parentn relation
to the school, to help you child?
Parent F considers that her responsibilities are to givechileiren lunches and
make sure they get enough sleep, to drop them to and collecfrtrarachool, to
make sure that they bring their books to and from school and tlyahdve their
homework done, to make sure they respect others and respectdeacher make
sure that they do not take anything that does not belong to them.
Question2:  How well do we and you co-operate to help your child?
Parent F said that she and the school co-operate veryowlp her children.
Question 3:  What would help both us and you to co-operate more?
Parent F considers that co-operation is very good as it stamelss leased with
how her children are getting on in St. Mary’s. Both of the childending St.
Mary’s love school. She feared that when her youngest statedlghe previous
September that he would find it difficult because ‘he only ladtegetweeks in
nursery school.” She said:

Now | can see a big difference in him ... his letters, his wdrdsspeech.

He hasn’'t a bother getting up in the morning and going off into school.
thought he’d be the same as he was in nursery and he’d break my hea
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Question 4:  What special difficulties are there in co-operatg, where there
may be some educational disadvantage?

The only difficulty Parent F sees is a financial difficultyt this is a major
difficulty. Parent F finds the time when the children apéng back to school in
September very hard. She finds it difficult to clothe and provide b&wkéve
children. She also finds providing lunches for her children expensithile St.
Mary’s provides lunches, her daughter is ‘fussy’ and will notteaschool lunch.
Parent F cites an example of another school in the localitghwishe said, is
‘fantastic’ as the children get their breakfast and dinner thretevhiere classes are
smaller. (Note that this other school is in Urban Band 1 of the BEB and
receives more resources than St. Mary’s. See Chapter Ori&-pg.)

Parent F stated: "Your school is very good. You're doing a lot for me.’
Question 5:  What could be done to help co-operation betwegrarents and
school, where there is some educational disadvantage?

Apart from financial help, Parent F does not consider that aigythore needs to
be done.

Question 6: How well do we and you communicate, to help your child?
Parent F considers that she and the school communicate edryowhelp her
children.

Question 7:  What could help us to communicate better?

Parent F considers that ‘there’s communication there altite® and ‘anytime
there was ever anything you get a phone call.” Parent F comdidatr good

communication between parent and teacher is the solution to addrpssblems
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children may have in school. She cited a time that her middlgiscanother
primary school) was in trouble. She said:
He gave the teacher hell for two weeks and she kept wtainmge and I'd
write to her, do you know, communication every day and he knew #mat th
and he started to settle down.
Question 8: What special challenges are there in communicati, where
there may be educational disadvantage?
Parent F does not see challenges.
Question 9:  What could be done to help communication betweeparents
and school, where there is some educational disadvantage?
Parent F feels communication is good enough as it stands.
Question 10: How well do you feel you are involved with the Bool, to help
your child?
Parent F replied:
[The school runs] courses and stuff. | don’t get involved. I’'m not geod
at mixing with people. | don’t think myself | have much involvement.
Concerts and stuff, | go to them.
Parent F has five children in four different schools and saidists it takes a
great deal of time to drive the children to and from the schdtiis. precludes

Parent F from being involved in school activities. She thus fdedsis poorly

involved.
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Question 11: What could be done to help you to be more involveditiv the
school, in helping your child?

Parent F replied that perhaps she could get involved in a shamitvément
activity. She said that she is ‘forever’ being invitedattend involvement events
but she has no time.

Question 12: What special challenges are there in being inveld, where
there may be some educational disadvantage?

Parent F stated that she had ‘no confidence.’ In addition, Hatead five children
in four different schools and cannot attend involvement events fof glem. She
feels that if she was involved for one or two, the others wimadexcluded.
Question 13: What could be done to help with these challenges?

Parent F said she might feel more confident being involivetieé knew another
parent attending.

Question 14a:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to your child?

Parent F considers that she is very well consulted fovibess and that her views
are very well respected. She said, ‘Any time | ever haulohlem, the teacher
would listen to you.’

Question 14b:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to wider school issues?

Parent F replied, ‘Very well,’ to this question.
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Question 15: What should we be doing to consult with you andsten to your
views, with more respect?

(Not applicable)

Question 16: What special challenges are there in consulting @istening to
the views of parents, when there may be some educational disadtege?
Parent F sees no challenges.

Question 17: What could be done to help with these?

(Not applicable)

Question 18: How supported by the school and its wider commiuyg links
and agencies do you feel?

Parent F feels very well supported by the school but poorly supportesiviigler

community links. She stated:

The baths [i.e., swimming pool] cost €3.20 and if you have two eethr

children going there that's €10. The soccer pitch is €2 each dopodiss.

There are 100 children in 30 houses in [the housing development where she

lives] and there’s nothing for them to do. There are gangs ap good.
It's very hard and dangerous.
Question 19: What should the school and its wider community ageies do to
give you more support?
Parent F feels very well supported by the school. She praisedsdheol
Completion Programme for providing after-school soccer and holidaestias for

the children but sees a need for leisure activities todadad by the community.
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Question 20: What special needs might parents of children thi some
educational disadvantage have for such support?
Parents may have financial difficulties, in Parent F'swiand so need help in

providing their children with extra-curricular leisure activities

6.3.6.2 Partnership implemented during project

Parent F did not attend any involvement activity prior to théomctesearch
project. Parent F attended an art activity connected to the project in wHareichi

with parental involvement, painted canvasses of local iealdyuildings.

6.3.6.3 Evaluation of partnership implemented during project

Question 2 How well do we and you co-operate to help your child?

Parent F replied, ‘Very well,” at both initial and final inteews.

Question 8 How well do we and you communicate to help your child?

Parent F replied, ‘Very well,” at both initial and final inteews.

Question 10 How well do you feel you are involved with the school, to help
your child?

Parent F stated that she was very poorly involved at thal imterview. Parent F
stated that she had enjoyed taking part in the art actwity that it helped that
another mother whom she knew was also there. At the finalienerParent F felt
slightly more involved than at the initial interview but fehe was still poorly

involved. Parent F stated that she would have children intjtest schools in the



next school year (as opposed to four schools in the current yearhandhe
would therefore have more time to attend involvement activities

Question 14a:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to your child?

Parent F felt at both initial and final interviews that she was wetlconsulted for
her views in relation to her child and that her viewsenaary well respected.
Question 14b:How well do we at school consult you for your viewsnd
respect them in relation to wider school issues?

Parent F felt at both initial and final interviews that she was wetlconsulted for
her views in relation to wider school issues and that hevsvieere very well
respected.

Question 18 How supported by the school and its wider community linksand
agencies do you feel?

At both initial and final interviews, Parent F felt very walipported by the school

and felt poorly supported by its wider community links.

6.4 Key findings from case studies

The key findings from the case studies will now be presentadjng with a
profile of the case study parents, after which Epstein’'s DgyolEpstein and

Dauber 1991) will be used as a framework.

6.4.1 Profile of parents in case studies
All of the case-study parents are mothers. Four are past mfptlse project

school, one is a past pupil of a neighbouring school and one grew hbp sauth
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side of Cork City. In terms of their own education, one parenipleted Leaving
Certificate, three completed Intermediate Certificate amal left school before
Intermediate Certificate. Two of the parents stated that dhen school days were
difficult — one because of a lack of books and uniforms and one leeshesand
her siblings had to work hard at home as their mother was out woAingf the
parents want their children to complete Leaving Certificame one already has a
child at third level. The parents are less sure about thédren proceeding to
third-level education. While one parent already has a childirat level, no parent

stated definitively that going to third level was in heufatplans for her child.

Three of the parents are lone parents and three are marrietvingdnith their
husbands. One of the married parents had previously been a lone Qereruf
the parents has one child, one has two, one has three, ¥&@ddua and one has

five.

6.4.2 Epstein’s Type 1: Basic obligations of families

Question 1 sought information on the basic obligations of familigs neiation to

their children’s education. To summarize the findings, tlee-caudy parents saw
their responsibilities as being interested in their childredigation, ensuring the
children got to and from school, providing them with books, lunches and uniforms,
making sure they got sufficient sleep, making sure the children did their hoknewor

and helping with this, ensuring that the children respect otmetsding teachers,



and making sure that the children do not take anything that dodseluriy to

them.

6.4.3 Epstein’s Type 2: Basic obligations of schools

Questions 2-9 sought information on Epstein’s Type 2 involvement, bazic
obligations of schools. Questions 2-5 looked for information on parent-scbool
operation and Questions 6-9 sought parents’ views on parent-school

communication. Key findings will now be presented.

6.4.3.1Parent-school co-operation

At pre- and post-action stages, all of the parents consideetdthey and the
school co-operate very well to help their children. There wasftinerso reported

increase of co-operation as a result of action undertaken dberngdject.

Three of the parents stressed the centrality of the deachthe parent-teacher

relationship.

Issues were identified in relation to parent-school co-operat@ur parents
considered that financial constraints could hinder parent-schampem@tion. Two
parents mentioned the pressure on children to have ‘fancy’ and expensiv
writing/colouring materials and clothing and the concomitant pressurparents
to provide these. (Note that the children wear a school unifor®t.iMary’s,

hence the pressure to have expensive clothing does not apply at school.) One of the
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latter parents said she could not afford after-school activiiesher children.
Providing a quiet space for her daughter to do homework is diffmuthis parent
also. Communication was cited by one parent as a factor afjecb-operation.
This parent considers that verbal communication is better thaterwand that
teachers are prevented from communicating adequately wigimtgasecause they
are too busy and have too many children to teach. This sameet gaated that
parents might not always be in the frame of mind to talk to tescheay be
guarded in their communication with teachers and may be slow to ask forlmelp. S
also feels that a clash of personalities could get in the okgarent-school co-
operation. Other issues cited were lack of time to come @ostihool, parents
working, illness or stress in the home, being a lone parent orghasick child at

home which may prevent the parent from bringing other childrerhtmosc

In relation to what might help parent-school co-operation, four pastatisd that
financial assistance might help. One of these suggested that the school put a ban on
all but basic writing/colouring materials. One parent thotigltcourses run by the
HSCL Scheme were good to improve co-operation and another vettuld be

good to know that a child can be brought in late to school. The ¢att@ment was

made by a parent who said that it is difficult to bring other afiido school when

there is a sick child at home. (The comment refers tdatiethat the children’s
attendance is marked before 10 A.M. and if a child arrives than that, then the

child has been marked absent. That day is counted as a non-ateeddgirnehen

reckoning numbers for the Education Welfare Officer. If a cisildbsent for over
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20 days, the Education Welfare Officer must be informechally, one parent
mentioned the importance of praising the child and noted the differdre

teacher’s praise had made to her own child.

6.4.3.2Parent-school communication

At pre- and post-action stages, all of the parents consideetdthey and the
school communicate very well to help their children. There waesefore, no
improvement noted as a result of the action undertaken during thetpjex
parent mentioned that she could come and talk to the teachanankour of the
parents considered that there was no need to improve on communicati@uand
saw no challenges in communicating where there may be educational
disadvantage. One parent felt that parent-teacher meetgrgstoo short and not
frequent enough. The same parent commented that, when she gsthaloé
report during the summer holidays, the teacher is not availaldesdass it. She
also was of the opinion that unapproachable teachers could getviayh&f good
communication. Written communication was seen as problematic byasasat as

notes brought home by children can get lost.

In terms of what could help, basic one-to-one parent-teacher cocatianiwas

viewed as the best way of helping by one parent. Two parentsiritiddnces of

good parent-teacher communication resulting in solving problerhschiidren.
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6.4.4 Epstein’s Types 3 and 4: Involvement at school and in learning
activities at home
Questions 10-13 sought information on Epstein’s Types 3 and 4 involvements,

viz., involvement at school and in learning activities at home.

This section will first present key findings at pre-actsdage and then outline the

action undertaken. Changes in involvement at post-action stdgbemilbe noted.

6.4.4.1 Parental replies at pre-action stage

Most of the answers in this section centred on school involvenmehtiaswers
were not as unanimously positive as they were in the sectioingleaith
Epstein’s Type 2 involvement. As regards how well parents imgodved at pre-
action, one parent stated she was not involved, one stated she was insoladd a
as possible, one said her involvement was getting better, omat gtated she was
well involved and two stated that they were very well ingdlvit is interesting to
note that the one parent who considered herself well involved and dine o
considering themselves very well involved had had no involvemesthool-
based activities prior to the project but considered that thktionship with the
school was good and that they could keep in touch with teacherslinegtreir

children’s progress.

General issues hindering involvement, i.e., issues that tpaisemntified but not

specifically in relation to themselves, were the fact swene parents might be shy
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or reluctant to attend involvement activities, that parentshimitave younger
children to look after or that parents might be hindered fraending due to

worries, stress or sadness in their lives.

All of the parents cited personal difficulties in being iveml. For one, big classes
resulting in a reduction of time available to the teacher fasli@ment activities
was a difficulty. The same parent stated that being a lonenpdrinders
involvement. Another parent found involvement difficult as shehis s$ole
breadwinner and, moreover, has to care for a sick child. The gament is
hindered by financial difficulties and she has difficulty helpwith homework.
Another parent has difficulty providing a quiet space at home foclnkf to do
homework. Childminding prevents one parent from being involved. Onheof t
parents has five children in four schools and spends much timengritiggm to
and from school, leaving her little time for involvement. Thateptarsees a
difficulty in being involved in just one of her children’s schoots the other
children might feel excluded and she also stated that she hecksnifidence to be
involved. Finally, one parent stated that she had not beemdntot be involved

and that written invitations are inefficient.

General factors cited that might help involvement were patexifsng teachers,

thereby making more time for teachers to involve parents, and sdargearents.
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From a personal point of view, parents offered opinions on what mighthemn
to be involved. Suggestions included smaller classes, providing sudpposgrers
of sick children, homework clubs and being asked in person to a@eedparent
said it would help if another parent she knew was attending. Anpérent said
that she had been involved in tBeidging the Gap literacy programme and that
this helped her to feel ‘not so daunted’ and to feel connected wittaughter’s

learning and with the school.

6.4.4.2 Actual parental involvement

Prior to the action research period, two of the parents had tpkenin
involvement activities. Both were involved in reasonably long-tectivities, viz.,
the Bridging the Gap literacy programme (both parents) axdths for Fun (one
parent). Four of the parents had never been involved prior to tloe aesearch
period. One of these took part in an activity during the actiorareseperiod
which was not part of the action research, viz., a childrarfsclass, with a

parental involvement component, organized in the school by an outeideya

During the action research period, three of the parents, inglude two who had
already been involved in the school prior to the project, becaméat/in an art
project specifically related to the action research. Theetheenaining parents
could not be involved in this project. One could not be involved because of stresses
and difficulties she was experiencing during the action researadp#r second

was attending a course outside of the school which precluded herb&orm
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involved. Another was prevented from being involved because she was camng for
sick child. However, these latter two parents attendedrsopal development
course in the school, organised by the HSCL Coordinator, during then act

research period.

6.4.4.3 Changes in perceived levels of involvement at ptisihagtage

At post-action stage, two of the parents noted an improvement in their involvement
during the action research period. One of those parents hadeattthe art activity
associated with the action research and observed that she haedebjagd that
the fact that a parent whom she knew was also attending ilneasier to attend.
This parent had stated at pre-action stage that she lackedeswdito attend. The
second parent who noted an improvement had not attended an activificalhe
connected with the action research. She considered that her ineolvdrad
improved because her attendance at a personal development cddrge the
school through the HSCL Scheme gave her confidence to go into muwoiy
support programme and because she, the school and the Educatiame Wel
Officers had worked in partnership on issues concerning her daugsteos|

attendance.

Regarding the parents who noted no change in their involvement aidtué the
action research period, two had been involved in the art activityfispdy related
to the research. One of these considered that she wasedwadwvell as possible

at both initial and final interviews. The other consideredditergell involved at
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both initial and final interviews. While they both consideredt tthere was no
difference in their level of involvement, both reported thaythad enjoyed the art
activity and one stated that a family member wished to purdhasénished art
work. One further parent noted no difference in her level of innodrd but
reported beneficial outcomes from a personal development coursetakieder
through the HSCL Scheme, during the action research period. Onlyf dime six
case study parents was not involved at all in the school duriragctioe research
period but considered that she was very well involved at both pdep@st-action

stages.

6.4.5 Epstein’'s Type 5: Involvement in decision-making governancend
advocacy
Questions 14-17 sought information on Epstein’s Type 5 involvement, viz.,

involvement in decision-making, governance and advocacy.

All of the case study parents considered at both pre-action atatpost-action
stage that they are very well consulted in relation to wsdéool issues and all
except one considered that they are very well consultedatioreto their child.

The latter parent considered herself poorly consulted in relatiometochild
because the teachers do not have enough support and not enough time.om, additi
she feels that parent-teacher meetings are too short and txpueit. This parent
had made the same observations in the section dealing with coratmmievhere

she also noted that parent-teacher meetings are held too early in the schodl year. A
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post-action stage, this parent still felt poorly consulted intioglato her child,
although there had been an improvement in the timing of the parehetea

meeting, a fact welcomed by this parent.

All of the parents felt that their views are listenedwith respect. One parent

noted, ‘Any time | ever had a problem, the teacher would listgou.’

With regard to challenges in consulting and listening to thes/@f parents where
there may be some educational disadvantage, one parethtatelbere may be a
challenge in terms of the time available to a teaches paient also felt that if a

teacher is ‘standoffish,’ that this could cause problems.

In terms of helping with challenges to consulting and listeningarents’ views,
where there may be educational disadvantage, one parenttktdtedre should be
taken when allocating classes. She was referring here ¢betsawho may be

‘standoffish’ hindering partnership.

6.4.6 Epstein's Type 6: Collaboration and exchanges with community
organizations
Questions 18-20 sought information on Epstein’s Type 6 involvement, viz.,

collaboration and exchanges with community organizations.
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At both pre-action and post-action stages, all of the case pardnts stated that
they felt very well supported by the school. All but two felogyp supported by
the school’'s wider community links. One parent felt very wefiported by the
school’'s wider community links. That parent mentioned the Commuretytr€
(where activities are provided for children) and a Youth Club ia duntext.
Another parent felt that enough leisure activities are provided by the scitbthlea
School Completion Programme and that she does not need the support ofethe wi
community. The School Completion Programme received specific mefinbion
two other parents in terms of the after-school and holiday provisideisafre
activities offered to children. One parent mentioned the suppoeivesl from
Education Welfare Officers. The latter parent felt poorly suggoioby community
agencies following a traumatic experience she had had. pareats mentioned
the lack of leisure facilities provided in the community. The agpeof privately
accessing such leisure activities was referred to by {hesmts also. These three

parents considered areas such as local parks to be dangerous for children.

In terms of what the wider community could do to give parents sugsport, one
parent stated that help from community agencies should be easiecdss. Two
parents considered that leisure activities should be freefjlable in the

community.

Regarding the special need parents of children who may be aif ixlucational

disadvantage might have for support from wider community ageffisieparents
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stated that such parents may not have the resources thenisepreside extra-
curricular leisure activities for their children. One paffetitthat lone parents need
support from the workplace in terms of providing flexible arrangesnenallow
for attendance at school events. Another parent stated thed strpeople’s lives
may cause them to need community support. One parent fefpateaits need to
be supported so that their problems are known, leading to thesesphesmj

helped.

6.4.7 Summary of case study findings

While issues were identified in all areas, all of the case study pamrgsiered, at
both pre- and post-action stages, that they and the school co-op&cte
communicate very well to help their children. With regard toivement, parents’
responses were varied at pre-action stage, ranging from oneonbkmlered that
she is not involved to two who considered that they are veltyirwelved. During
the action research period, three parents were involved onatitectly associated
with the action research. A further two were involved, dutimg period, in a
personal development course in the school, provided through the H3@mM&C
One case study parent was not involved in the school at all duengetfiod.
Reasons for the parents’ inability to be involved during this pemotuded
attendance at courses, caring for a sick child, looking aftedl children, stress
and trauma in a parent’s life, lack of confidence and bringinglremlin a large
family to and from different schools. Two of the parents considénat their

involvement had improved during the action research period. Thersot
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considered that there was no change in their level of involvemddinbf the

parents considered themselves very well consulted inioelad wider school
issues at both pre- and post-action stages. All except one codsidemselves
very well consulted in relation to their child at pre- and postacstages. The
latter parent felt poorly consulted at both stages, due toofamdachers’ time and
the length, frequency and timing of parent-teacher meetingpafénts felt very
well supported at pre- and post-action stages by the school andtegt éwo felt

poorly supported by the wider community at both stages. The perceslkedfla

community support centred mainly on the lack of provision of leistireitees for

children.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: DISCUSSION OF RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS

7.1  Introduction

In this final chapter, the three research questions will mewveared, with
reference to the literature reviewed and the research takder
Recommendations arising from the research findings and thduienaill be
made. Strengths and limitations of the study will then be notedraad will

be identified for further study.

7.2 First research question: What is parent-school partnershi

The present research sought to answer the first researclioguésough the
inclusion of two interview questions which were used during intevieith
individual parents and focus groups during the pre-action spiralintér@iew
guestions were:

(1) What, in your opinion, is parent-school partnership?

(2) How important is it to have partnership between paremtsehool?

The views of sixty-eight individual parents and eight focus groupse wer
obtained. The individual parents and parents in the focus groupsitdrér in
either Junior Infants or Second class during the 2004/2005, 2005/2006 and
2006/2007 school years, i.e., during the course of the pre-action $pimalgh

the individual and focus group interviews, the views of 27% ofctitert of
parents with children in Junior Infants and Second Classes duringytbase
were obtained. In addition, the ten parents involved in planninggitirenmain

action spirals were interviewed at post-action stage, usengdame questions
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as at pre-action stage. Differences in understanding followingdtien were

noted.

The pre-action spiral is described in Chapter Four and the miam apirals

are described in Chapter Five.

In addition to the data acquired through the pre-action spiral andhqtist-
interviews, data was also sourced from the literature o &e$wer the first
research question. The research question will now be answerad, data
acquired from the literature first, followed by parental understeysdirom the

present research.

7.2.1 Understandings of partnership from the literature

Although the idea of ‘partnership’ has gained currency, in sociabualise, in
recent decades (see e.g., Conroy 1996, Lee 1996) and the conpapnbf
partnership has been put forward as a crucial element contributing to ehitdr
success in school (e.g., Alexander 1997, Department of Ednca®91,
Department of Education 1995, Department of Education and Science 2005,
Government of Ireland 1996, Martin 1998, National Forum Secrete9g8),

the absence of a clear definition of parent-school partnerskipden noted in

the literature (Brain and Reed 2003, Heywood-Everett 1999, MacGiolla
Phadraig 2005). Indeed, if one examines the literature presentedapters
One and Two, it will be noted that most of the literature thepeovides
examples ofhow partnership may be implemented without telling us what

partnership is. This is not to say that definitions do not exist ian@hapter
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Two, definitions of partnership were provided. These definitiombraced
such concepts as the sharing of aims (Hughes, Wikeley and 1984}, the
sharing of power (Block 1993, Conaty 2002), the sharing of information,
responsibility, skills, decision-making and accountability (Paglkl De’Ath
1989), mutual respect (Driessen et al., 2005, Pugh and De’Ath 1988pand
communication (Driessen et al. 2005). Driessen et al.’s (200%)itcaf of
educational partnership was chosen for the present study. Dritsasle (2005,
528) believe that ‘educational partnership presupposes mutual tresipeed
interests and open communication between parents, teacherseaschtiol.’
They define educational partnership as ‘the process in which padimarto
strengthen and support each others’ skills in order to produce redudts

signify an improvement for the children involved’ (Driess¢ml. 2005, 528).

While the definitions available in the literature provide the ugoher vision
for partnership they do not yield practical information on whatngaship
actually is in the school context. We must look further and piegether this

information from other sources in the literature.

The Education Act, 1998 provides the most important information anpar
school partnership for Irish schools because it is in this Aat $schools’
responsibilities to parents are enshrined in law. Amongst tlespensibilities
are the promotion by the school of effective liaison with paretscle 6g),
the provision to parents of records relating to students’ educapoogtess
(Article 9g) and evaluation (Article 22:2b), the encouragementthef

involvement of parents in their children’s education (Article 8B:@nd the
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promotion of contact between the school, parents of students sthiwol and

the community (Article 26:3).

A 2003 Department of Education and Science Inspectorate document
(Department of Education and Science Inspectorate 2003) gives enenbdo

the requirements of the Education Act, 1998 and adds to our understanding of
what partnership is in the school context. For example, Boardapnadement

are asked to consider the effectiveness of their procedoregnisuring
meaningful communication with parents in all aspects of the o$sho
operation, the degree to which the school facilitates contageéer parents

and teachers and the school’s procedures concerning parent-te aetieigs

The Board is also asked to look at the extent to which the sckaghges in
regular review, on a partnership basis, of its relationship patents and the
wider school community, including outside agencies’ (Department of

Education and Science Inspectorate 2003, 9).

A difficulty was noted in Chapter Two (pp. 88-90) in reading theditege on
parent-school partnership. Notwithstanding, the conceptual framewatks a
models of parent-school partnership outlined in Chapter Two (pp. 90-105)
provide us with further information as we answer the questionatWéhparent-

school partnership?’.

Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1989, 1992) allows us to see parent-school partnerships

in an ecological way by presenting four systems. miweosystem is the child’s

immediate environment. Theesosystem involves relations between two or
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more systems involving the child and is where the present ssudgti The
partnership process will be affected and influenced byetbgytem, i.e., links
between systems, some of which will contain the child and somehwwill

not. The most relevant systems in the latter category fgorésent project are
the communities surrounding the child’s home and the child’s school. The
macrosystem is the overarching pattern of culture in which the child is ttla
Bronfenbrenner (1989, 210 ) stresses the importance of meaningsbyade
people (child, teacher, parent) within society and ‘how proceasdstheir
outcomes are perceived by members of the culture.” Undenstendif
partnership will be mediated by the meanings made by the keyrplaye,

parents and teachers.

The personalities and dispositions of parents and teachers swilatiect how
partnership is viewed. In Getzel's (1978) view, these pelitesaand
dispositions will be embedded in the school community and cannot be
understood apart from it. Keyes (not dated) illustrates the caityplef the
teacher as a person and the parent as a person and undeelimegdrtance of
communication in the parent-teacher relationship. Eccles andldd(1996)
stress the importance of beliefs and how beliefs influencdiqggaand they

underline the cyclical nature of development.

Epstein provides a typology of family-school partnership (Epstein anddda
1991, 290-1), categorizing six different types, viz., basic respditieiiof
families, basic obligations of schools, involvement at school, involvement in

learning activities at home, involvement in decision-makgayernance and
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advocacy and collaboration and exchanges with community organizations
(Epstein and Dauber 1991, 290-1). Epstein (1993, 711) emphasizes the vast
range of partnership possibilities when she states thae ‘@uer hundreds of
practices that can be selected or designed to operatioresde type’ of

involvement.

The literature provides us with examples of partnership in peacthereby
enhancing our understanding of what parent-school partnership is and showing
us that partnership can be interpreted in many ways. Themaskad absence

in the literature illustrating Epstein’s Type 1 involvementz.vibasic
responsibilities of families. This bears out Alexander’'s (1999, point that

‘the formal education system needs to do much more to recagmissupport
families’ fundamental role as the foundation for all learning.’ study
(Moroney 1995) of a home/school partnership in a second-level school in a
deprived area in Ireland, in which it was attempted to improvwenpa
attendance at induction meetings for incoming First-Year studdloitrates
Epstein’s Type 2 involvement, viz., basic obligations of schodlstudy by
Lannin (2005), a reading intervention project with parental involverae a

key component, undertaken in the school in which the present fpiwjset,
shows how Epstein’s Types 3 and 4 involvements, viz., involvemesthabl

and involvement in learning activities at home, can be impleede study

by O’Gara (2005) looks at practice regarding parental consultatisohiool
development planning in Irish schools and illustrates Epstein’s Type
involvement, viz., involvement in decision-making, governamuk advocacy.

Processes described by the HSCL Coordinators (2005-2006) encompass



Epstein’s involvement Types 2-5 as well as Type 6, viz.abolation and

exchanges with community organizations.

The present researcher used Epstein’s Typology (Epstein and Daubeiml1991)
the development of the interview for parents whose childrenbaast risk of
educational disadvantage. (See Chapter Six, pp. 319-320 and Appenglix XII.
The typology was also used when discussing the findings from theiénter

guestions in Chapter Six.

7.2.2 Understandings of parent-school partnership from thepresent
project

Epstein’s Typology (Epstein and Dauber 1991) will be used to discusstaliar

understandings of partnership from the present project. Parental andergs

at pre-action stage will be discussed first. Then, chamgesderstanding at

post-action stage will be discussed.

7.2.2.1 Epstein’s Type 1: Basic responsibilities of families

Epstein and Dauber (1991) state that Type 1 involvement, viz., basic
responsibilities of families, includes providing for children’s Headtnd
development and the creation of a supportive home environment forecksldr
learning. Most parental understandings referred to partnership ischu®l
context. One focus group considered that partnership means spaut
teachers assuming joint responsibility for children’s educatiatuc&ion

would not then be left solely to the responsibility of tblea®l.
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7.2.2.2 Epstein’s Type 2: Basic responsibilities of schools

The two key areas covered here are co-operation and commumicati

72221 Co-operation

For 30 of the 68 individual parents (44%) who gave their views aprthe
action stage, partnership means co-operation. Some of the spargméssing

this view chose to qualify their understanding of co-operation. Theotand

the home working together was the most common meaning providedrby the
Fullan (2003) underlines the mutual dependency of parents and teachers,
especially in an educational disadvantage setting. He conthads'poor
parents are highly dependent on the efforts of school staff if mgfahi
opportunities are to be afforded their children’ and that ‘teachlsts remain
dependent on parental support to achieve success in their work'n(20I03,

55). Some parents understood partnership to mean a good parent-teacher
relationship. The importance of relationship-building is stressedhe
literature (e.g., Comer 1995, Government of Ireland 1995, Zap@0@Y).

Ryan and Galvin (2008, 17) hold that ‘relationships come before partnership
and it is the quality of the established relationships that idyti@h-pin of
partnership.” Mutual parent-teacher respect was considered pwartéets to be

an understanding of partnership and is also stressed in tiatuliee(MacGiolla

Phadraig 2005).

Other parental understandings of partnership were mutual parentrteache
support, parents feeling welcome in the school and parents ahérgeaaving

a common interest.



Some parents gave views on why partnership is important. Tlexge broadly
correspond with the reasons listed by the OECD (1997) as to why parent
become involved in their children’s education. Partnership is impbfor 25

of the 68 individual parents (37%) for reasons concerned with thid’'sch
welfare. This understanding underlines the fact that the shidtithe centre of

the parent-teacher relationship (Keyes, not dated). Twelvbeob8 parents
(18%) considered that partnership is important for reasons concerning the
child’s day-to-day experience in school, including the childfety, security,
confidence and aspects of the child’s general well-beirgclabol such as
comfort, enjoyment, happiness, easier school life, abilitgam, maintenance

of interest in school and overall attitude to school. Affectremsons
concerning the child were also noted by the focus groups as a reason f
partnership. No focus group specifically considered partnership impdotan
learning outcomes and just 3 of the 68 individual parents spelyifical
mentioned that partnership is important for educational outcomesyttho
arguably, all of the affective reasons mentioned above could emhhe
child’s educational outcomes. Conaty (2002, 69) notes that the pwithse
partnership promoted by the HSCL Scheme ‘is to enhance the depitsing

opportunities and to promote their retention within the educdtsyséem.’

712222 Communication
The parents placed a high value on communication as a meamagrarship.
This is in keeping with their right to be ‘informed on all aspettthe child’s

education’ (Government of Ireland 1995, 9).
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The importance of parent-school communication is stressed irtenature
(e.g., Conaty 2002, Hobbins McGrath 2007). Forty-three of the 68 individual
parents (63%) who gave their views and 3 of the 8 focus groups c@uside
parent-school partnership to mean communication between home and school.
Speaking of working with community partners to create a sucdesdiool,
Santiago, Ferrara and Blank (2008, 47) state that educators heast the
perspectives of all stakeholders — both within and outside the schbaut a
the needs of local children and families.” The most commoerstahding of
communication as partnership was communication so that parents weeld ha
better understanding of the school system. Crozier (1997) remindsthe of
importance of this form of communication, especially in the ocantd
educational disadvantage, where parents may not have ‘educiomdédge
such as ... how the education system works.” Some parents understood
partnership to mean communication through parent-teacher meetings
communicationof the child’s progress and communicatiafi problems
involving the child. A 2003 DES documemhioking at Our School: An Aid to
Salf-Evaluation in Primary Schools (Department of Education and Science
Inspectorate 2003, 9) asks schools to consider ‘the quality of the dio
information between the school and the parents of each pulgiatGiolla
Phadraig (2005, 96) believes that it is ‘a sharing of knowledge, @ak
communication that is central to partnership, and not solely thenghafi
information.” Some parents see partnership as sharing ideas anshévoat

is happening. Parents therefore see communication as two-way frooth

school to parent and from parent to school. Schools have a statutigatiohl
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to communicate with parents but the information parents bring toolscis
also of vital importance. As the Irish Government White PapmeEducation
reminds us, ‘parents bring to the child’s education the unique eseerived
from their intimate knowledge of the child’s development, and #rewledge
of particular needs and interests and circumstances outs&eschool’

(Government of Ireland 1995, 139).

Forty-four of the 68 individual parents (65%) stated that partnensiip
important for reasons concerning communication for broadly the szasens
as above, i.e., so that they could learn more about the sclsteinsy including
the immediate classroom environment and school managementvellagas
ways of addressing problems their child might have and learning #t®ut
child’s progress. Parents also considered partnership as coratiamic
important for mutual parent-teacher information-giving. Thissame parents’
view, would result in highlighting ways to improve educationrénognizing
children’s strengths and weaknesses, in parents becoming efaarédren’s
development and in teachers becoming aware of children’s home sungaindi
Partnership was also seen as important to ensure beneficial ostéome
parents, to improve the parent-teacher relationship and to paakats feel
welcome in the school. These outcomes are also identified inténature

(Haynes and Ben-Avie 1996).

7.2.2.3 Epstein’s Type 3: Involvement at school

For 12 of the 68 individual parents (18%), partnership means phrent

involvement in the school. This includes, for some, parti@pain school
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functions and parental participation in the classroom. Four of8tliecus
groups understood partnership to mean involvement of parents in education in
the school and the home. School involvement is identified in thatliteras an
important understanding of partnership (e.g., Ames et al. 1995a&iakd96,

Borg and Mayo 2001, Comer 1991, Connors and Epstein 1995, Davies 1990,
INTO 1997, Krasnow 1990, Sobel and Kugler 2007). Conaty (HSCL
Coordinators 2005-2006, 11) sees parents as a resource for their avenchil

in the classroom, as well as at home and in the community, sieaviys they

can be involved at school, viz., involvement in areas suchadsgeand paired
reading, the novel, art and craft activities, drama, Wbrarganization,

Mathematics for Fun, Science for Fun, computer work and cookery.

7.2.2.4Epstein’s Type 4: Involvement in learning activities at home

As noted above, 4 of the 8 focus groups understood partnership to mean
involvement of parents in education in the school and the home. Three
individual parents (4%) considered that partnership means home ineritzem
This means, for them, involvement with homework. The INTO (1997, 22)
considers that ‘the regular undertaking of homework provides a vergusbv
and practical way in which parents can demonstrate their intereand
commitment to their child’s education.” The Irish Governmentté&/Riaper on
Education (Government of Ireland 1995, 140) states:

The role of parents in the home is crucial in forming the chiébsrling

environment by promoting positive attitudes towards education, by

encouragement and the fostering of self-esteem and by direotiist

relevant to the child’s age and learning needs, such as readintjesc
and homework supervision.
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Steele (1999) refers to the ways in which the parent supportstibel Srom
‘outside’ as ‘external’ collaboration. He holds that this xt&rnal”
collaboration is absolutely essential to the wellbeing of thie,ciie welfare of
the school, and the health of home-school relations generalgel€S1999,

141).

7.2.2.5 Epstein’s Type 5: Involvement in decision-making, govemanc

and advocacy

Epstein’s Type 5 involvement, viz., involvement in decision-making,
governance and advocacy was weakly identified both as an understahding
partnership and a reason why partnership is important. Just 4 088the
individual parents (6%) considered partnership to mean joint degisaang

at pre-action stage and 2 (3%) of the parents considered beinBareats’
Association as an understanding of partnership. Two of the 8 fooupsy
considered partnership to mean that parents and teachers afeiregpint

decision-making.

7.2.2.6Epstein’s Type 6: Collaboration and exchanges with community

organisations

Parental understandings of partnership did not embrace collaboratibn a
exchanges with community organisations. The Irish Governinarte Paper

on Education (Government of Ireland 1995, 7) sees effective partnership as
involving ‘active co-operation among those directly involved in thevipran

of education and the anchoring of educational institutions and seadtuthe

wider communities they serve.” Collaboration with the broademeonity is
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seen by the HSCL Scheme to be a crucial element of pariméBpartment

of Education and Science 2007). O'Gara (2005, 21), though writing in the
context of consultation with parents in the development of the sgiian)

found that ‘partnership with parents remains a relatively new ponice
Boards of Management, principals, teachers and parents thresisél seems

to be the case that the parents in the present project drat stie stage of
viewing parent-school partnership as a simple two-way relatioristipeen
parents and school and do not understand broader community collaboration to

be part of that partnership.

7.2.2.7Post-action parental understandings

Post-action understandings of partnership were acquired from thespesteo

were involved in planning during the main action spirals. (See €hé&pte,

pp. 298-303.) At pre-action stage, 43 of the 68 individual parents)(68&03

of the 10 focus groups considered communication to be an understanding of
partnership. At post-action stage, all 10 parents noted commionice an
understanding. At pre-action, 30 of the 68 individual parents (44%) and 5 of
the 8 focus groups understood partnership to mean co-operation whdst-at
action, all 10 parents noted this meaning. At pre-action stE®)af the 68
individual parents (18%) and 4 of the 10 focus groups considered partnership t
mean involvement while, at post-action, all 10 parents considetednean
involvement. The increased emphasis on co-operation and involvenperst-at
action stage possibly reflects the increased, sustained arivgesiperience

the ten planning parents had of co-operation and involvement during the mai
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action spirals. The parents may also have experienced iedreas

communication with the school during the action period.

The most notable difference in understandings at post-action stagdhe
inclusion of joint decision-making as an understanding by the temiptan
parents. At pre-action stage, no individual parent or focus groupioned

joint decision-making as an understanding of partnership and just one
individual parent and no focus group saw partnership important for joint
decision-making. Though we cannot prove that this change in understanding
came about as a direct result of the involvement of thesatpaneplanning, it

is possible that the change is associated with parental imeehitein planning
during the main action spirals. It represents an important shithiirking
because consultation with parents is mandatory under the Educatioh988
(Article 21, 3). Haynes and Ben-Avie (1996, 47) note that inclusiigigificant
parental participation in decision-making is desirable ‘in otdeznhance the
educational process and improve the overall climate of schd@éséntal
understandings at post-action stage were further enhanced by tisoimaf

an increased understanding of partnership as a mutual support fotspard
teachers and especially as a mutual parent/parent supperimportance of
parental networking and mutual support has been noted in theulige(@ullen
2000, Cheadle 2008). Goodman and Sutton (1995, 1) note how parents
attending workshops in a school ‘felt renewed by their contacts ene
another and by the respect, caring, and support they encountereckivA
understanding also emerged at post-action stage in that parergssexpthe

importance of partnership for enhancing both parents’ knowledge of the
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curriculum and learning outcomes for children. There was alsocaeased
understanding of partnership as enabling parents to learn and understand mor
about the role of the teacher.

7.3 Second research question: How can parent-school partnershipe

increased in an urban primary school?

The second research question was addressed in the main actios, spiral
described in Chapter Five. The two main action spirals wemneerned with
exploring how parent-school partnership could be improved in St. Mary’'s
School. One spiral involved parents of children in Junior Infants,other

involved parents of children in Second Class.

As the action spirals progressed, the action was evaluatedddition,

evaluation took place at the end of the action spirals when thgatents who
had been involved in planning (henceforth referred to as ‘the planniagtear
during the action spirals were asked the same questions asaslerd at

interviews at pre-action stage. Differences in experierare noted.

In this section, conclusions will be drawn based on (a) evaluatitre action
undertaken during the main action spirals; and (b) the findings fenpdst-
action interviews. When drawing conclusions, Epstein’s typologyt¢iEpand
Dauber 1991) will be used as a framework. This typology outlinediffieeent
forms of partnership and, arising from the findings, it will dtéempted to
identify strategies to increase partnership in as many asepsssible and so to

answer the second research question.



7.3.1 Epstein’s Type 1: Basic obligations of families
The research conducted during the pre-action and main actiors sgigtahot

seek to address Epstein’s Type 1 involvement.

7.3.2 Epstein’s Type 2: Basic obligations of schools

The two partnership areas under consideration here are pdnent-sm-

operation and parent-school communication.

7.3.2.1 Parent-school co-operation

Parent-school co-operation was identified as an understanding ofrghigne
by 30 of the 68 individual parents (44%) and by 5 of the 8 focus groups at t
pre-action stage of the present project. At pre-action stagg,3 of the 68
individual parents (4%) and no focus group stated that partnershgnbated

co-operation between them and the school.

At post-action stage, all 10 parents who had participated in pladonmy the
main action spirals considered that partnership had enabled adioper
between themselves and the school. We can therefore say rtimatrsi@ip had
increased during the project in the area of parent-school co-opeiatioast

be noted that this form of partnership involved just 10 parents out of
approximately 100 parent sets (Junior Infants and Second Clasf)emedl10
may be biased in terms of willingness to co-operate. The OE®D7, 16)
notes that ‘the active, committed parents’ who join and runngEreouncils

and such bodies ‘are unlikely to be typical of the parentswakaode — or to
represent their views.” Still, the partnership model tged through the main

action spirals is a model of how parent-school co-operation can tzased.
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Co-operation with the planning parents was intensive and sustainadfdtr

school year plus one further school term.

Schools need to consider how best to maximize co-operation with parents.
Speaking of pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds, a 2003 DES document
asks schools to consider ‘the support given to parents of pupils fram suc
backgrounds, and other stakeholders, to participate in the operatithe of
school, and the way that participation is facilitated’ (Deparimof Education

and Science Inspectorate 2003, 35). Engaging in shorter-term cdhapera
projects than the work described in the main action spiralsmdtre parents at
more class levels would be advisable as such a system wonldrbenclusive

and easier to sustain. The present project involved the sam@nggarents

for the entire duration of the action spirals and these parentcbawitted to

a continuation of their work in the area of planning after ifieeof the present
project. It will be important that other parents are included empowered to
engage in similar planning work. In a previous study undertaken ipriject
school (Hanafin and Lynch 2002), long-serving parent representatives on
committees were viewed as a source of disempowerment. Thenpres
researcher has anecdotal evidence from parents that sometspéeel
intimidated going to meetings where other long-serving pareatalaknown

to each other and are used to working with each other, leaving peaents
feeling excluded and inexperienced. Comer (1991, 187) sees contiaoiiggs

by parents as limiting ‘both their own development and opportunibes f



others.” Comer also notes the possibility that long-serving Imeesncould

become less representative of the community and their children

The process undertaken at St. Mary’s was made possible by sengeeof
both the HSCL Coordinator and an administrative principal (néh no
teaching duties). It is doubtful if the same process could have falkee
without at least one of these positions being in place in the school.
Furthermore, the process was facilitated by the existeneeRafrents’ Room.
Such space for planning is necessary to put the type of co-opamtiertaken

in St. Mary’s for the action research in place.

The strategy used to increase co-operation in the present phoyebtted
acquiring a common understanding of parent-school partnership awggdthisin
data to enable parents and school staff to work together tofydpatinership
issues that needed to be addressed. The Yale Child Studye Ctipol
Intervention (Comer 1991) used a similar strategy, albeit on @ riauger
scale, in that a theoretical framework, on which to buildiritaction, was
developed collaboratively by a team which included parents and ssthéfah
schools in the US working with disadvantaged populations. One of e ba
principles of the HSCL Scheme is that the basis of aetsvin the scheme is
the identification of parental needs and having those need<Cmeatly 2005-
2006). In the present study, a number of issues were identifieedeing
attention, arising from the pre-action data. These includeetrgl parental
involvement, parental awareness of their right to be consultedan

understanding of partnership, parental involvement in decisikingaand
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planning and the collaborative creation of a school environment sugpofti
learning. All of these issues could not be addressed by the aesearch.
Deciding which issues to address was a collaborative and welpsicess, in
keeping with the characteristics and principles of actioearet (Cohen and
Manion 1994, Kemmis and Wilkinson 1998) and involved respectful listening

(Comer 1991) to parents by school staff.

The initial issue addressed was the need to increase invaitemiis
increased involvement occurred when the parents of Junior Infamiseol and
implemented classroom activities for the pupils in their childrelasses. This
led to parents and school staff addressing a second issue,paiental
involvement in planning. Through the former activities, parents sumbol
staff collaborated in the creation of a school environment suppodive
learning. With regard to Second Class parents, the process tdifferant
route but the same issues were addressed. The latter paemetsalready
involved in school activities prior to the action research. Riagufrom this,
they became involved in the formulation of a plan on parent-sclaoigrship

and this planning led to involvement in a school environmentadtsct

7.3.2.2Parent-school communication

At pre-action stage, 43 of the 68 individual parents (63%) arfdtge® focus
groups indicated that communication is an understanding of partnersi@p. T
importance of good home-school communication is stressed in theguie
(Davis and Cooke 1998, Maring and Magelky 1990). Keyes (not dated, 8)

emphasizes ‘the importance of communication to bridging, leadirigitial
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effective parent-teacher partnerships as well as promoting@ rextensive
parent involvement as characterized by Epstein’s typology.’ [Bress al.
(2005, 528) believe that ‘educational partnership presupposes ... open

communication between parents, teachers and the school.’

In spite of the importance accorded to communication by the parenite i
present research, only 6 of the 68 individual parents (9%), and nodmuys,
stated, at pre-action, that partnership had enabled bettemudnation
between themselves and class teachers. No focus group andhg& 68
individual parents (7%) indicated at pre-action that partnerslaiplet them to
learn about their children’s progress. This raises questionthdoschool, in
view of Ames et al.’s (1995, 21) finding that ‘parents’ oveeaddluations of
the teacher, their sense of comfort with the school, asid thported level of
involvement was higher when they receive frequent and eféectiv

communications.’

At post-action stage, all of the planning parents indicated thtatgpship had
enabled them to communicate with class teachers, to learn &heut
children’s progress and to learn about the school system. We caimasdlye
research project appears to have been associated with an embahof
communication for the planning parents but, as in the case ofecatmm, it
must be remembered that this was a relatively sowdibrt of parents when

compared to the possible target group.

40z



Issues with communication were identified but not addressed through the

research.

The first issue concerned written parent-school communicatiois. form of
communication may be assumed unquestioningly by schools to be efteutive
this may not, in all cases, be true. Parental data fromptesent project
indicates that notes sent home with children get lost or that matgse ‘all
wrong.” Payne (2008, 52) refers to ‘educationese,’ i.e., largtizag may not
be readily understandable for parents. Parents indicated that verbal
communication is better than written. This conclusion poses prebfem
schools, especially large schools. While the HSCL Coordinattere one is in
place in a school, will, in the course of his/her work, visit @erand meet
parents in the school, he/she will not be able to communicatesexeibally to
all parents nor would it be possible for other school staff to matoade this.
This, therefore, leaves schools with the task of identifyirfeceve
communication strategies. The essential aspect of thisstéas include parents
in the identification process as parents are at the rageénd of school-home
communication and are therefore in the best situation to absesBectiveness

of this communication and to suggest suitable strategies.

The second issue identified was the effectiveness of how ewaets
communicated. It was noted that if parents see that inmaé events are not
‘too serious’ they might be more willing to participate and, @ujethe

researcher had personal experience of this when she failedaoygparent to

come into the school to plan an involvement activity until sheduited the
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word fun to the invitations. This small word may be what Davies (199(),
terms ‘an entering wedge,’ giving parents an impetus to belvied. In a
description of an action research project in an Australian schoegsi noted
that a letter from two parents, aiming to put a health awasemegect in place,
seeking help from the Parents’ and Citizens’ Associationifedicio response
until a connection was made between the healthy school proce$iseaneed
to develop a playground (Davis and Cooke 1998), which seemed a mueh mor

tangible need than the broader need of improving attitudessatith.

The third issue identified was the vagueness of invitations tencht
involvement events. It was observed that some invitationg lparents feeling
that they ‘don’t know what they're coming down to.” Schools neesp#l out
in invitations exactly what is involved and to make invitationspasent-

friendly as possible.

7.3.3 Epstein’s Type 3: Involvement at school

At the pre-action stage, school involvement was listed by 12hefa8
individual parents (18%) as an understanding of partnership but only 9 of the
68 individual parents (13%) stated that involvement had improved for disem

a result of partnership. This data indicated that parentalviement needed to

be increased at St. Mary’s. This is especially impoitagt. Mary’s as ‘a high
degree of parent involvement in the educational process’ (Hyland 2D0%,

considered to be an essential strategy to address esatatisadvantage.
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The involvement put in place for the present project has beemil®sadn
Chapter Five. At post-action stage, all of the parents indolmeplanning
during the main action spirals stated that, through partnerskiphttd become
involved in school activities. Attendance data for the diffemrents shows
how Epstein’s Type 3 involvement, involvement in school, increaSeght
parents were involved in classroom activities at Junior IrdadtSenior Infant
level during the 2006/2007 and 2007/2008 school years. In the previous three
school years, no parent had been involved in classroom astiattidunior and
Senior Infant levels. (Prior to that, there had been paremalviement in
literacy in these classes through tBedging the Gap Project.) During the
course of the action project, 28 parents (from Senior Infantsiestd-Fourth
Classes) participated in a history walk of the local area. pauents were
involved in planting activities with the children. Parents hadendween
involved in a history walk nor in gardening activities previouslyhi@& school.
All of the 15 parents who returned questionnaires evaluatingishery walk
stated that they would be willing to participate in a simitstolvement event

in the future.

Outcomes of parent-school partnership were identified duringatiese of the
action research. Since all of the identified outcomes arefio@l, they could
usefully be included in a parent-school involvement policy and aflishe
outcomes could be displayed in a prominent position in the school torageou

parent-school involvement.
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Child outcomes are the first important outcome of parent-tegudrémership
(Epstein 1995, Lannin 2005, National Literacy Trust 2001, Toomey 1989).
Pupil outcomes noted in a 1995 evaluation of the HSCL Scheme included
‘improved behaviour, improved attendance, improved scholastic acsene
greater care in their school work, and more positive attittoleschool and
teachers, to themselves, and to their parents’ (Ryan 1995, 25).|d¢lgmnof
these outcomes would be an important motivating factor for paiebecome
involved because the child is at the heart of the parecteeaelationship
(Keyes, not dated 7). While 7 of the 68 individual parents (10%) aridcos
group stated at the pre-action stage that, from their own erpeyipartnership
had benefited their children, all of the planning parents stat@obsitaction
stage that partnership had benefited their children. At prerastage, 1 of the

68 individual parents and no focus group stated that partnership had made
learning fun for their own children. At post-action stage althef planning
parents, reporting of their own partnership, stated that partpdnadi had the
latter outcome. At pre-action stage no individual parent and twes fgoups
stated that their children like it when parents get invol¥gghost-action stage,

all of the planning parents considered that their childienitiwhen the parents
get involved. The findings from the evaluation of the history wadwsthat all

of the participating parents considered that their childrentlisben they take
part in school activities and that the walk was a good learnitngtador the
children. Other pupil outcomes noted, from the parents’ own exyperievere

an increased sense of comfort for children in school when thesnisaare
involved, the fact that children are both excited and proud whenpghents

are involved, the fact that children can see their parentseactiers working
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together as one and the fact that it is easier for a ahildatrn if the parent
knows what is going on in the child’s classroom. As will be notextraf the
outcomes listed by the parents are affective outcomes. This somgtr
evidence provided by Archer and Shortt in a 2003 evaluation of the HSCL
Scheme. They found that ‘what might be regarded as affectiveomeasc
(pupils’ attitude to and experience of school) are describedasdhoccurred
to a greater extent ... than are outcomes relating to pupils’vioeina

attendance or performance’ (Archer and Shortt 2003, 91).

Parent outcomes were also noted as a result of partnershige-Attmn, only
1 of the 68 individual parents and no focus group stated that paipéed
resulted in their feeling welcome and respected in the schdblofAthe
planning parents, reporting on their experience at post-action stidethey
felt welcome and respected in the school. At pre-action stagendividual
parent or focus group stated that partnership had resulted ing#tgirg to
know other parents, while at post-action all of the planning paredtsla of
the parents who evaluated the history walk noted this outcomen,Afgain
their own experience, at post-action stage, parents noted thatupipert
offered by other parents facilitates involvement and offers anfowhere
problems with children can be discussed and advice gained. Katigg001)
would consider this networking a form of social capital where pemgleble
to acquire benefits, e.g., the development of shared aspirationsal aid and
support and the exchange of information. Parents noted that njmyee the
involvement activities and communicating with the children, thay learned

about the history curriculum and that discussing local history withr thei



children at home has become much more relevant than before ad afrdse
history walk. When parents are involved at school, they kedylito learn
more about their children’s education (Toomey 1989) and ways of helping

them (Haynes and Ben-Avie 1996).

There are also teacher outcomes from partnership. This fpdigecot seek
teachers’ views but benefits from partnership accruingaohiers were noted
by the parents. The mutual respect and trust arising fromegpahip, identified
by parents, will certainly be a benefit to teachers a$ thé fact that
partnership is seen as leading to an enhanced parent-teaatienséip. (The
benefits accruing to teachers identified in the last senteiicalso accrue to
parents.) Parents held the view that partnership has fénet ef reducing the
image of the teacher as an authority figure and of bringing{zaaad teachers
closer. It was considered that partnership gave the par@mneater insight into
the teachers’ work and consequently an appreciation of the difiotilthe
task, especially where classes are big. It would be pro@uictteachers could
get an equivalent insight into the world of the parents. As kkyef2004, 842)
points out:
Just as teachers wish parents understood the difficultiesfélaeyin
their classroom, so too do parents wish teachers understoodlitiese
of their neighbourhoods and family situations. This learning happens
when people feel comfortable enough to talk to each other and shar
their worlds, a deceptively simple intervention school leaderd
administrators might productively embrace.
A number of parental involvement strategies were identifiedhiey present

research which may help schools as they ‘explore ways of supppatiegts in

becoming more fully involved in the education of their childrd»gartment
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of Education and Science 2005a, 66). The first strategy leamseal result of
the present research, by this researcher is that involveswéwities must be
meaningful and relevant for parents, as stressed by EculeBlaold (1996).
Otherwise, parents will be slow to attend. Note the diffictifty researcher
experienced when trying to get parents to attend individual and group
interviews at pre-action stage. Note also the difficultylsmin getting parents

to attend initial planning meetings at the start of thmacpirals.

The second strategy arises from the first. That is,rémta attend involvement
activities and find them relevant, they may be likely to cargiattending. The
planning parents in the present project continued to participatddoentire
duration of the project. It is therefore important for schools ustt o make

activities relevant but to plan for success.

The third strategy is related to the first and second arthts it parents take
part in one involvement activity, they will be likely to be invedl in another.
We observed how the Second Class parents who were already thyolve
involvement activities prior to the research had no difficuitybecoming

involved in the group to formulate policy.

A further involvement strategy which schools could usefully employld be
to make sure that parents know another parent who will be involveniras s

parents lack confidence to come to events (Ryan 1995).



We noted how the first action spiral was based on a parent'®shter art.
Basing involvement activities on parents’ interests is msibie strategy.
Indeed, parental involvement strategies should be diffetedti® ensure the
inclusion of as many parents as possible (McNamara et al. 0@&nt and

Tomlinson 1997).

The action outlined in the main action spirals was carefullyqéd and parent-
school partnership must be strategically planned. The literaedungnds us of
the importance of this planning (Comer and Haynes 1991, Haynes and Ben
Avie 1996, Krasnow 1990). Henderson and Berla (1994, 16) state that ‘t
more the relationship between family and school approaches a congivehe
well-planned partnership, the higher the student achieveniéns’ planning
will take many forms. For example, as we will note wheswaaring the third
research question, some parental involvement will have tondigidually
planned with parents. Some will be structured and will not aftawparental
input in its design. An example of this would be where parentalvament is
called for in, e.g., a health education programme provided incti@mkby an

agency outside the school.

It is important, however, that schools and parents collaboratiledign some
involvement programmes tailored to parents’ needs, that invalitentive
listening’ (Conaty 2002, 58, citing Pantin 1974, 1979) by teachers and
principals and that ‘take cognizance of the attitudes, valndriorities of the
local people’ (Conaty 2002, 58, citing Pantin 1979, 1984). As already,noted

one of the basic principles of the HSCL Scheme is that the diaacdivities in
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the scheme is the identification of parental needs and having tieesls met
(Conaty 2005-2006). Comer (1991) provides a good example of this kind of
collaboration between parents and schools, stating that ‘hsteni parents’

was the first strategy used in the Yale Child Study Ce®dteool Intervention.
Comer shows how such collaboration can produce radical changes in outcomes

for young people attending those schools.

Parent-school policy documents should include a definition of partpershi
relevant to the particular school and should outline which aegvitome under

the heading of partnership for that school. This will serve ule ut
‘misunderstandings and confusions between interested parkite2Gjolla
Phadraig 2005, 94) and enhance the parent-school partnership process. Finall
the researcher wishes to add one strategy which was not i tyf parents.
That is, parents must be affirmed and must see that thetipation makes a

difference (Pelletier and Brent 2002).

Issues related to involvement were identified by parents girthaction stage,
both in a general way and as a result of the parents’ own erperi The
literature also provides evidence of issues relating to vewoént (e.g., Dolan

and Haxby 1995, Epstein 1992, Finders and Lewis 1994, McKibbin et al. 1998,
Mittler 2000, Ryan 1995). The issues identified in the literatum@ by the
present research remind us that parent-school partnership issmopla two-

way relationship between the parent and the school but is neBideby both
proximal and distal environments as well as meanings parents acitete

bring to and from those environments (Bronfenbrenner 1989, 1992).
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Regarding general issues, work commitments, childcaré, déctime and

unapproachable teachers were the principal issues identifigdebpresent
research. General issues accorded less importance incladsEdgb attitudes,
home factors, lack of parental interest and confidence and ngtirof

involvement events. The main issues identified by parents, fhain own

experience, at pre-action stage were again work commitmehitdcare and
lack of time. No parent cited the presence of unapproachableetsaas an
issue, based on the parent’s own experience, at pre-actiy@) gtaugh a lack
of trust between parent and teacher was cited by one pareshoiirg1990)
reminds us of the ambiguity teachers feel towards parentalvemeint and
states that, while teachers have high hopes about the possielgdaccruing
for children from parental involvement, they also have concerns phoents

being in the school and classrooms.

Some of the issues identified by parents are outside of thekohthe school,
e.g., parents’ work or time commitments. School personnel workitigtixe
local community, as is the requirement of DES for schools in SB@
(Department of Education and Science 2005), may result in theficktion of
provision of childcare facilities for parents, so that thayp be more involved
in their children’s schools. Schools need to work with parents toifigleng

best times for involvement activities.

As regards the issue of unapproachable teachers, training éhietsan the

area of parent-school partnership is essential (Conaty 199@hérdaaining in
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the area of parent-school partnership was considered an assentponent of
the Yale Child Study Centre School Intervention (Comer 1991) and leas be
advised elsewhere in the literature (e.g., Hornby 2002). Lslagetraining is
also essential for principals to help them facilitate patesther relations.
Keyes (not dated, 7) reminds us of ‘the complexity of the teaadwperson and
the parent-as-person, and the skill that is required to bri@gditferences that
exist’. One of the aims of the Yale Child Study Centre Schaelrvention,
during which the organization and management of schools changeddfrom
authoritarian, hierarchical approach to a participatory, collaverabne’
(Comer 1991, 186), was to create structures in schools to all@mtpastaff
and students to interact in a co-operative, collaborative way eksential that

leaders in schools know how to create these structures.

At post-action stage, just two issues were mentioned by the plapaiagts.
One was the issue of parents feeling guilty at not being able tinvolved.
MacNamara et al. (2000) describe similar parental feelifgs. parent who
identified this issue in the present research stated thextitpashould be told by
the school that it is acceptable to be involved in just someitagi Getzels’s
(1978) social system perspective has relevance here. Gbtidls that two
types of phenomena are embedded in the social system, in #aisheaschool.
These are the institutions with component roles and expectatighss(and
duties) that will fulfil the goals of the system and the individuaith
component personalities and dispositions (cognitions and affects) wdlaitinh
the system. It would be very important for schools to ensurdhibables they

expect parents to fulfil are realistic and achievable. Acogrth Crozier (1999,
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324), ‘teachers tend to have a particular set of expecsatioparents’ role and
behaviour, and thus when the parent fails to match this modeletsaate
critical and accuse them of lack of support'. It could be courteductive and
discouraging for parents if they experience guilt about thetepeed lack of
involvement. This could lead to a fulfilment of McNamaraleés (2000, 485)
warning that partnership may ‘result in a certain amount of gdessress,

frustration, blaming and inadequacy on both sides.’

The second issue, identified by one of the planning parents, isstie o$ a
lack of agreed procedures when parents are involved. The poiet byaithis
parent is of vital importance and needs to be addressed by sblecalsse a
blurring of parent-teacher roles and the possible ensuing conflicd coul
jeopardise the parent-teacher relationship. Conaty (2002, 160) holdsribat

of the most common causes of misunderstanding and friction betwee
individuals and groups is the lack of clarity arounkes and the inheremtights
andresponsibilities that accompany those roles.” Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler
(1997, 10) found that the more a group and its members agree on &iuizdiv

member’s roles and role behaviours, the more productive g olop.

Three further issues were identified by the researcher inbdsarvation of the
main action spirals. The first issue is the non-involvemenatbiefs, an issue
also noted in the literature (Ryan and Galvin 2008, Vincent andeWwad998,
West et al. 1998). The second issue is the relatively pgolvement in terms

of numbers. During the main action spiral, approximately 12% of pessibl

parents were involved. Low attendance at parental involvermentshas been
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identified as an issue in the literature (McKibbin et al. 199B¢ third issue is
the relatively low participation of parents of children who nhayat risk of
educational disadvantage. This issue was addressed in Clsptef this

dissertation.

7.3.4 Epstein’s Type 4: Involvement in learning activities at home

The main action spirals did not address this type of involvement

7.3.5 Epstein’s Type 5: Involvement in decision-making, governance and
advocacy

At the pre-action stage, no individual parent or focus group mentionetd joi

decision-making or being part of governance as an understanding of

partnership. When parents spoke about how they felt about partnership in

general or when they spoke about partnership from their own experibage

did not mention joint decision-making or being part of governance or

advocacy.

In a previous study undertaken in the project school (Hanafin and 209
40), parents complained of a general lack of consultation and edeem
consultation practices to be ‘inadequate and unsatisfactoryésaold Harold
(1996) show the influence of parent beliefs on parent practicéde \the
parents in the present research made no complaints about thetatomsul
process, it is possible that they did not believe that theyahate in decision-
making or knowledge of their right to be so involved. Hoover-Demjpsely

Sandler (1997, 3) hold that ‘even well-designed school programmesgnviti
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involvement will meet with only limited success if they dd address issues
of parental role construction.” The lack of parental awareogs$seir role in
decision-making must be given serious consideration by school st&t. i
Mary’s. If we accept Hughes et al.’s (1994, 7) contention @hpartner is
‘someone who ... shares — and even helps to shape — the aimssohdod
and is committed to putting these aims into practice,’” themM8&ty’s School
cannot really claim to be fostering true partnership withgaréd parents do
not see a role for themselves in decision-making. There is anothe
consideration here also and that is that if parents are notdhigpaove into
this decision-making role, then the school will not move forward thto
cyclical development outlined by Eccles and Harold (1996). Ecclesiarald
demonstrate that, when action takes place leading to outcdrss,dutcomes

then become part of a new starting point from which new actibtele place.

During the main action spirals, the planning parents progressedTiypm 3
involvement (involvement at school) to Type 5 involvement (invoketrin
decision-making, advocacy and governance). While this progressioypé&n5
involvement involved just ten parents, we can view it as dtleedsmall shifts
and changes,’ referred to by Frankham and Howes (2006, 617), which ‘ar

essential if change is to take place in the cultureettiool.’

At post-action stage, all of the planning parents considered jooisiale
making and the joint setting of goals as being both an understandiipguaad
their experience of partnership. This group of parents had engaggutocess

that possibly led them to this understanding. The Second Class plaagents
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been involved in classroom activities organized by the school and c@uside
that this helped them to become involved in formulating the parental
involvement policy. The Junior Infant parents started out by being irvatve
collaborative planning for a classroom activity and this letiéar involvement

in adding a component to the school curricular (history) plan.

Both of these examples, i.e., the way both sets of patants to the planning
process, show how important it is to involve parents first iivities that they
perceive as non-threatening. Having enjoyed the latter agtiamd found that
their participation was useful and appreciated, parents eeycbnfident to
move into the area of policy formation and collaborative decisiakimg. The
HSCL Coordinators (2005-2006, 65) state that the purpose of the inclusion of
parents, pupils, teachers and community members in policy fiormist ‘to

give all parties a voice in what is contained in the polioydraw on the life

experience of the school community, and to give a sense of ownefsimg

policy.’

Formal structures are in place in St. Mary’'s where parargsinvolved in
decision-making (i.e., Parents’ Association and Board of Managgnand
governance (i.e., Board of Management). These structuredbentyeatening

for some parents. McKibbin et al. (1998) demonstrate how parents in a
Australian school had difficulty engaging in formal school deaisnaking
structures. By contrast, when a meeting was held in a pahemtie, the same
parents felt comfortable talking freely about issues thatcexmed them.

Moreover, if parents have had no experience of any school involveinint,



unlikely that they will become involved in formal structures swashthe

Parents’ Association and Board of Management.

The present research has demonstrated that parents canlisednm decision-
making at different levels, e.g., planning a simple classracinity, planning
a curricular activity or involvement in policy making and schoohpiag. As
demonstrated by this research, parents can step from on@fémeblvement
to another. As Lannin (2005) notes, structures need to be put in place to
facilitate parents to become part of the education processiand particularly
true in the case of parents whose children may be at risk of temhada
disadvantage because parents’ socio-economic status mayreffeqiarents
intervene in school on behalf of their children (Crozier 1997). ISpgeof
Parents’ Associations, MacGiolla Phadraig (2003) suggests thatsheuld be
flexibility in structures of the Associations, in timings ofetiags and the way

in which the business of the meeting is conducted.

7.3.6 Epstein’'s Type 6: Collaboration and exchanges with community
organisations
While the main action spirals did not address Epstein’s Type d@viement,
i.e., collaboration and exchanges with community organisations, theth
Junior Infant parents and the Second Class parents engaged orl acafeal
with the local community during the main action spirals. The Juimfamt
parents, in planning the history walks, negotiated access forhiltren to
local buildings and the Second Class parents liaised with arlotta school

in connection with a proposed mural. The parents showed that thea hacal
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knowledge and a relationship with people in the locality not possessaayby

teachers who are not native to or do not live in the ltycali

This local knowledge and these relationships could be used to goodlsffec
the school in two ways. First, schools could tap into parents’ knowlealsge

of the sociocultural context of the communities served by the s¢haghes

and Ben-Avie 1996). Second, they could work with parents to enhance both the
schools’ and the parents’ collaboration and exchanges with community
organizations. It was shown in the case studies, in Chapteth8txparents of
children who may be at risk of educational disadvantage have foeed
community support with regard to leisure facilities for théitdren. Using the
local knowledge of the parents, schools could work in liaison wittpénent
body to investigate the leisure facilities available in thallpcand to make all
parents aware of them. If no such facilities exist, schoods garents could
investigate the possibility of putting such facilities in plaggh the help of

local voluntary and statutory bodies.

7.4 Third research question: How can parents of childrewho may be

at risk of educational disadvantage be involved in parent-school

partnership?

The third research was addressed using an individualised focuse aragh
study parents’ involvement needs, in a pre-action interview. Qppoes
were given for involvement and post-action interviews were coadudthe

case studies were described in Chapter Six.



This section will begin by commenting on the profile of the paremho
participated in the case studies. These were parentsldfechivho may be at
risk of educational disadvantage. The research question witidyeesed using

Epstein’s typology (Epstein and Dauber 1991) as a framework.

7.4.1 Profile of parents in case studies

The literature (e.g., David 1993, Vincent and Warren 1998, Atesit 1998)

shows that mothers are more involved than fathers in their aigdzducation.

All of the case study parents are mothers. Four of the sixstadg parents are
past pupils of the school in which the project is set and a fystrent grew up
in the immediate environment of the school. It was noted in Ch&pte that

the area in which the project school is situated has higherslevil
unemployment, earlier school leaving and lower levels of househabdtnec
than other areas of the city (Forde 2000). While we cannottktteby staying

in the area, these parents will be more likely to have childigo may be at
risk of educational disadvantage than those parents who leftanveay that,

by staying in the area, the parents are limiting their owpl@&ment chances
and perhaps placing themselves at greater risk of economitvaiigage than if

they had moved to a more advantaged area. The literaturetésdibat there is

a link between economic disadvantage and educational disadvantgge (e

Duncan and Seymour 2000, Kellaghan et al. 1995, Kerckhoff et al. 19@¥, Shi

et al. 2001, Harris and Ranson 2005, Gosa and Alexander 2007).
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Just one of the six case study parents completed second level edu@agarf

the criteria used by the DES to assess levels of disadeamtaghools in 2005
was the number of children in the school, one of whose parents did not
complete the Junior Cert or an equivalent examination (Depairtrok
Education and Science 2005b). Four of the six case study parentd éxsee

criterion as they have taken the Intermediate Cerntéieaamination.

Another criterion used by the DES to assess levels of disadeanta§05 was
the number of children in a school who came from a family of divenore
children (Department of Education and Science 2005b). Just one udge st
parent has a family of five; all of the others have less thoug note that two

have families of four.

A third criterion used by the DES was the number of childrenra# parents in
the school (Department of Education and Science 2005b). Half of tke cas
study parents are lone parents and one had previously been aremnie pae
literature provides evidence that lone parents are lesy ligdbe involved at

school than parents with partners (Epstein 1992).

With regard to the parents’ educational aspirations for theldrei, all hope
that their children will complete second-level education. &heas a sense that
the parents believed that ‘educatiorthie (italics in original)tool that gives a
child life choices’ (Payne 2008, 52). Higgins (2007) reportslaimiindings in
her work with parents experiencing economic disadvantage inrickne city

in the west of Ireland. Of the six case study parents in teept study, one
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already has a child who has completed second-level education aod iat
third-level and two have children within a year of completing sedtevl.
These are promising statistics, in view of a 2003 DES repditating a
disproportionately high early school-leaving rate for young people in some
socio-economically disadvantaged areas (Walshe 2003). The gdggatents

are less sure about their children’s chances of proceeding robldhel
education than they are about wanting them to complete secondAe2@03

DES report (Flynn 2003) showed that only 20% of the lowest income groups

go to third-level, compared with 97% of the highest.

The six parents were identified for inclusion in the case stuzbeause all
fulfilled at least three of the criteria for identifying kdien who may be at risk
of educational disadvantage as set down by the DES (Departfriedacation
and Science 2005b). Moreover, the six parents involved in thestadies all
had children in either Junior Infants or Second Class, the twseslasvolved
in the main action spiral, during the 2006/2007 school year. The finftmgs
the case studies confirm the selection of these parentsvas ibbserved that
all of the parents spoke, from their own experience, of éupents to
education arising from social or economic disadvantage which prstelgnts
from deriving appropriate benefit from education in schools’ (EtilutaAct:

Article 32, 9).

7.4.2 Epstein’s Type 1: Basic obligations of families

It is clear from parents’ replies to Question 1, which souglestablish how

parents view their responsibilities, in relation to the schoolhelp their
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children, that all of the parents take their responsibilisesously. These
responsibilities mainly centre on getting the children to schoolpamding
them with the resources they need for school. Fullan (2003, 55) sesaggb
support entailing, at a minimum, parents ‘ensuring that thelidreim attend
school regularly and arrive ready to learn.” This researcjeqirdid not focus

on Epstein’s Type 1 involvement but parental replies in this sertiicate
that, even if the parents are not involved in the school, theyneotved in
their children’s education at home and are investing much inattés task.
O’Brien and Flynn (2007, 83) hold that ‘marginalised mothers cannotcexpe
the same return for the energies they expend on caring for children i
education, and their children may not benefit from their metreducational
care work in the ways that those from more dominant groupings gaeaking
of this care work, O'Brien and Flynn (2007, 83) further contend thatobtige
key problems to be tackled is its invisibility.” CMRS advige®moting the
parents’ educational role as equal and complimentary to thdteofeacher’
(Education Commission of the Conference of Major Religious Supelin?2,

xxiii). This involves an acknowledgement by schools of the importantieeof
educational role undertaken by parents in the home and a broadenhwy of t
vision of parent-school partnership to encompass parental involveahent
home. This does not happen when ‘home-school relations are ... discussed in
narrow terms focusing on individual parent-teacher interactiongicéwt

1997, 272).
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7.4.3 Epstein’s Type 2: Basic obligations of schools
The questions seeking information on Epstein’s Type 2 involvement looked f

the parents’ views on parent-school co-operation and communication.

7.4.3.1 Parent-school co-operation

With regard to co-operation, all of the case study parents coadjdeoth at
pre- and post-action stages, that they and the school co-opearateelle This
means that there was no mechanism within the research &sunme change
in co-operation as a result of action undertaken. On one leeelpatents’
positive views on parent-school co-operation are reassuring fochbelsut,
on another level, they are a cause for concern. The case sthsphave
identified issues regarding parent-school co-operation and yet thethaay
parent-school co-operation is very good. Some of the issues idéntfe
outside of the school’s control, e.g., the fact that parenyshanze stress, worry
or illness in the family or that they are lone parents. Oseies identified are
school-based. Why are the parents not becoming involved in struethess
they can attempt to address these issues? We will conk@éatter question
when we look at Epstein’s Type 5 involvement. For the momentydy $ty
Crozier (1997) may serve to help us understand the uncritaradestaken by
the case study parents. This study found that, while most passntbeir role
in similar ways, the ways in which they supported their childi#fered along
class lines. Middle-class parents had high expectations for thédren,
leading them to intervene and contact the school frequently. Weclasg
parents, on the other hand, rarely intervened and tended to be reatiae

than proactive (Crozier 1997).
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The centrality of the teacher in the parent-teacher relatiomsgspstressed by
three parents. Based on the outcome of parental involvement stap#sin
(1995) states that teachers’ practices to involve familiesn@ore important
than variables such as race, ethnicity, social classtamnatatus or mothers’
work status for determining if and how parents become involved in their
children’s education. Parents and teachers may have difiexpattations for
partnership, depending on the meanings they each bring (Bronfenbi©&@8¢r
and on role expectations of the school (Getzels 1978). The literate® thet
need for teachers to receive training in how to implemenenpachool
partnership. For example, Conaty (1999, 470) observes that ther&urgemt
need’ within the HSCL Scheme for ‘systematic and regulacher
development to allow each teacher to become a “home-school teacher
attitude.” This development should serve to make teachense ahat parents
may not always be in the ‘frame of mind’ to talk to teach&d #hat some
parents are slow to ask for help. It should also make teachesisivseto the
fact that many parents have stresses and worries in theg that hinder

parent-school co-operation.

The case study parents have provided suggestions which, if iepted)
might serve to ease parents’ worries and burdens, thus alldix@ng more
scope for parent-teacher co-operation and involvement. Courses émtspar
provided through the HSCL Scheme are seen to be a help. Homewbsk cl
where children could be helped with homework would both ease the borden f

some parents and provide very practical help for the childreynd(2008)
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refers to the limited support system available to many studemtg in
households characterized by poverty. She states that, if ssitident is not
completing homework, asking the student’s parent, who may be working two
jobs, to make sure the student does his/her homework is not going to be
effective. Payne (2008) holds that it would be more productive tadardvne

and space in school for the student to complete homework. Schoasatsaul
attempt to ease the financial burden on parents by, e.g., iepliegy an
efficient book rental scheme or putting an embargo on expensive writing
materials. While parents and schools must comply with the Bdodatelfare

Act, 2000, regarding children’s school attendance, perhaps a meabur
flexibility is called for in the case of very disadvantagedepts, where there
may sometimes be difficulty about getting children to school me.tilt just

may be the last straw for a stressed parent who is worbedt &omplying

with the Act to arrive at the child’s school to find that theld has been

marked absent.

Finally, in this section, one parent raised the issue ef ghaising and
encouragement of her child by the teacher and of the differencenditis to
the child and herself. Grolnick and Slowiaczek (1994, 249) referitcular

pathways in which motivation fuels parent involvement, and invobrérfuels
motivation, which fuels performance.” Ames et al. (1993, 15) conclhde
‘parents may be more willing to become participants when they &sense of

hopefulness.’
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7.4.3.2 Parent-school communication

We can view parental responses concerning communication innieelight as
responses concerning co-operation, i.e., though parents idernssigesj they
still considered, at both pre- and post-action stages, thatathetyhe school
communicate very well. Four of the parents considered tha s no need

to improve on communication and four saw no challenges in communicating
where there may be educational disadvantage. This contrattheifindings

of a previous study conducted in the project school (Hanafin anchl20@2).
While some parents in that 2002 study were positive aboutith@&lvement
with class teachers, this involvement was ‘much more comnsmpuken about
as inadequate, difficult, off-putting, excluding and frighteningaafin and
Lynch 2002, 41). The contribution of the HSCL Scheme to this chahge
parental feeling must be acknowledged. A 2003 evaluation of themsch
(Archer and Shortt 2003) found that a majority of coordinators and priscipa
were of the opinion that parents felt less threatened by sclodi®achers as a

result of the scheme.

Four issues concerning communication were identified by pardmseTwere
the length, frequency and timing of the parent-teacher meetimggact that
school reports are sent to parents during the school holidays wicbereare
not available to discuss them, the inefficiency of written mamication and
the inapproachability of some teachers. The latter issue rbghaddressed
through teacher training and school ethos. Regarding parent-teaeggngs,
there are DES regulations regarding the provision of thesea(Degnt of

Education and Science 2004) but schools in disadvantaged areas coulg usefull



consider a degree of flexibility in this regard. Havingcess to as much
information as possible regarding their children’s education idyitaportant
for parents of children who may be at risk of educational disadyardad
enhanced communication would reap benefits. Two of the case [swelyts
referred to positive outcomes for their children when they and tharefis
teachers had been consistently and regularly in touch regapthibiems the
children had. Payne (2008, 52) notes that schools in disadvantagsdteat
have scheduled times for parents and teachers to have in-d&pthltaut the
children ‘have strengthened the rapport between parents and teactter
lessened discipline referrals.” Epstein (1992, 6) considers itm@rrhation
must be given to families by the schools on how to help in produstiys at
all grade levels.” Miretzky (2004, 817) notes that ‘students who ktiat
parents and teachers are regularly and respectfully in teamh to work
harder.” Ames et al. (1995, 21) found that ‘parents’ overall evahmbf the
teacher, their sense of comfort with the school, and tlegiorted level of
involvement was higher when they receive frequent and eféectiv

communications.’

7.4.4 Epstein’'s Types 3 and 4: Involvement at school and in leang
activities at home

In this section, conclusions will first be drawn regarding pargmsteived

levels of their own involvement at the pre-action stage.WhMethen look at

factors affecting involvement. The actual involvement that fake will then

be discussed, followed by a discussion on the parents’ perceivedgeshan

their level of involvement at the end of the action aesle period.
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7.4.4.1 Parents’ perceived levels of involvement

When answering the first research question, the reader’siatteves drawn to

the absence in the literature of a clear definition of pesembol partnership
(Brain and Reed 2003, MacGiolla Phadraig 2005). The case study parents’
replies regarding their own levels of involvement indiched partnership has
different meanings for different people and its meaning vémes situation to
situation. We note from the data provided by the case study gattemt
influence of both proximal and distal environments on parent-school
partnership and the meanings parents bring to the partnership (Bramieabr
1989). Neither of the two parents who were most involved prior tadtien
research, one in théridging the Gap Project, the other iMaths for Fun and
paired reading, actually rated their involvement using one ofnthasures
provided, viz., very well, well, not sure, poorly, very poorlytéasl, they rated
their respective involvements as, ‘Getting better’ and ‘Adl \as possible.’
Their replies possibly indicate how difficult it is to measyr@tnership
because, who is to say what it means to be ‘well’ or ‘vesll' wivolved. Two

of the parents who considered themselves ‘well’ and ‘very’ walolved
respectively, at pre-action stage, had had no school involvemtore lbe
research period. Yet, they perceived themselves asnwvelvied because they
both communicated with the school on issues concerning their children’s
school attendance and progress. The one parent who considerecetigtssh
not involved at pre-action stage was actually, in the vievhefrésearcher, as
involved as the latter two parents in that she regularly keefpaiah with the
school regarding her children’s progress and, like them, atteedssan which

her children are involved. The literature reminds us that tes@rel parents



sometimes disagree as to whether parents are involved amctdme of the
involvement (Bakker, Denessen and Brus-Laeven 2007, Dauber andnEpste
1993, Epstein 1992). Lareau (1996, 60) offers good advice in this context,
stating that ‘there is a fundamental disparity in thend&ins of what parents
mean by being involved’ and that ‘informing parents that they shouddtnee

is ineffectual because many parents ... already beliewd¢hdy are active.’

7.4.4.2 Factors affecting involvement

Parents identified general issues affecting involvementsé twere the shyness
or reluctance of some parents to attend, childminding responegilitr
worries, stress and sadness in parents’ lives. Issues sutiese have been
identified in the literature (Dolan and Haxby 1995, Finders agaid 1994).
Issues pertaining to the case study parents themselves wererongm
considering that there were only six case study parents. Tiesiggentified
were: (a) big classes which limit teachers’ time tadosvolvement; (b) being
a lone parent; (c) being the sole breadwinner; (d) having éofeaa sick child;
(e) financial difficulties; (f) difficulty helping with homewk; (Q)
childminding; (h) delivering many children in one family to a numbé
schools; (i) the danger of some children in a family feelinguebezd if a parent
is involved in their sibling’s school but not theirs; and (j) lackpafental
confidence to be included. In addition, when it came to agtualblementing
involvement, one parent could not be involved because of a travewatit in

the family.
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An examination of the above eleven factors shows that one is Sudnseydh
seven are related to factors in the home, one concerns patiiitalty with
homework, one relates to how children feel and one to how the parémt fee
The outcome of this examination may result in school personnel feeling
pessimistic about their chances of increasing involvement ampagstts of
children who may be at risk of educational disadvantage as sofawags are
outside the control of the school. There is, however, a measansolation

and hope here. The consolation centres on the reasons for the tyliffiatl
schools have in getting parents who might be experiencing disadeantag
involved (Dauber and Epstein 1993). School personnel can often feel guilty and
discouraged at their lack of success when, in fact, they tsBoa®e cannot
influence the factors affecting non-involvement. The hope steons the fact
that, within the parental replies, there are pointers as toth@wchool might
foster involvement. Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997, 8) remind ys that
while ‘schools cannot realistically hope to alter a studeramsily status,
schoolsmay (italics in original) hope to influence selected parental ggec
variables in the direction of increased parental involverm@he issue of big
classes hindering involvement was identified also in a previsusly
undertaken in the school (Hanafin and Lynch 2002). There is a radefdrer
non-mainstream class teachers, i.e., HSCL Coordinators, gaiaciearning-
support and language-support teachers to help class teachewsstéo f
involvement and this actually happens in many schools, including thecproj
school. Schools could also look to lightening the burdens parents feel in
relation to their children’s education, thereby enabling them to imawve time

and energy for involvement. Under the DEIS Action Plan (Diepart of
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Education and Science 2005), schools receive financial assistaacklriess
educational disadvantage. While these extra resources canosedéo help
parents personally, great care should be taken to use thecessetfectively
so that financial burdens connected with their children’s educatosased for
parents. One very practical way would be to ensure the prestaoneefficient
book rental scheme. Classes to assist parents to help ctiilren with
homework are put in place in many schools through the HSCL Scheme,
including the project school. Sometimes, the parents who reatiy these
classes cannot come to them because of factors outside of scodbaking
after smaller children. This is where linking with the widemmunity comes
into play. Schools cannot provide solutions on their own (Davies 2002) but,
through working with the community, créches and other faciliteeshelp
parents could usefully be put in place. Schools could also netwithk
neighbouring schools to arrange joint involvement activities. In tlag, \a&
parent with many children in many schools could take part in one invelvem
activity involving more than one child and more than one school. h&ppens
in the project school through the HSCL Scheme, where the schoollittks
the two other primary schools and two second-level schools in tieh gar
organize, e.g., courses for parents and joint involvement tesivientring
around issues such as friendship and anti-bullying. It was obvioust tleaist
one of the case study parents did not know that such practicesredigtnot
avail of them. Schools could usefully monitor the incidence of pakehts
have a number of children and make sure they are aware & jbies

involvement events.
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A further issue that schools could address is the lack of phremnfidence
associated with attendance at involvement events. This wasidastified
during the main action spiral. It seems that parents can soesefeel more
confident about attending if they know another parent attending. Speaking of
attendance at adult education classes based in a designatédantiaged
primary school in Limerick, Higgins (2007) notes that ‘friendskipd
solidarity amongst the learners themselves were identfefhctors that both

encouraged and sustained involvement.’

7.4.4.3 Involvement of case study parents

Prior to the research period, two parents had had previous soliolMement.
Looking at the profiles of these two parents in the context ofcdimebined
profile of case study parents adds to our understanding of which parents
involved. One of these parents was the only case study patemthad
completed her Leaving Certificate. This parent had just biid.c The other
parent had been a lone parent when her elder daughter was in mhao}
but is now married and has just one child in primary school. Thisnpa
commented on the fact that, when she was the sole carereadMimner, she
could not be involved as she was always too busy and tired. Amongst the
findings of a study by Dauber and Epstein (1993) were that betteateduc
parents and parents with fewer children are likely to be momdvied than less
educated parents and parents with larger families. Beingeghar having a
partner does not, however, always facilitate involvement. dther case study
parents are also married and were not involved prior to thercse®ne of

these is very busy dealing with the needs of her five childiea.other has had
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a traumatic family event during the action research period and, hthitweg
parent does not indicate this in her answers to the interviestigng, she may
have experienced stress and worry in her life previous to thexit éhat
prevented her from participating in involvement events. Theair@ng two
parents who were not involved prior to the action research areplanmats

with, respectively, a sick child and younger children to tare

Looking at involvement during the action research period, we sepusfhaine
parent took part in no school activity during the period. This tlvasparent

who had a traumatic family event and it is clear that taiemt had not the time

or energy to be involved, nor was she in the frame of mind to dbhsoe is a
danger that school personnel may see the non-involvement of patstt as

this parent as an absence of care for the child’s educatiode{Si and Lewis
1994, Lee and Bowen 2006, Sobel and Kugler 2007). While acknowledging the
challenge to involvement experienced by parents such as this, somastl be
unflagging in their efforts to foster and facilitate the iweshent of such
parents because, when parents are involved at school, nothashet children

do better in school and stay in school longer (Henderson and Berla 1994).
Furthermore, when parents are involved in their children’s schaatnts are
more likely to learn more about their children’s education and wakiglping

them (Toomey 1989). Looking at parental involvement from another
viewpoint, it is clear that if benefits accrue to childfeom involvement, then
children of non-involved parents will be further disadvantaged (Tgdr89).
Furthermore, the social capital of non-involved parents willdakiced, with

deleterious results for these parents’ children. Social tdpefers to social
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networks available to parents that enhance a pupil’s abditpenefit from
educational opportunities’ (Haghighat 2005, 215). Cullen (2000) believes tha
parents’ social capital value is diminished when they spend tiess
interacting with their children’s school friends or associates/hen they do

not know or interact with their children’s teachers. Cheadle (2008 cRivy
Horvat, Weininger and Lareau (2003), states that ‘parents retmor acquire
information at children’s events and when they are involvededt ¢hildren’s
schools.” Schools should therefore be very careful that their ienant

practices do not actually serve to disadvantage some paxamtgurther.

Two parents, neither of whom could take part in the action direotinected
with the action research, took part in a personal development cogesgized
through the HCSL Scheme during the action research period. Judging b
parental evaluation of this participation, it is clear thas thas the type of
involvement that was beneficial and useful to these parerntagatime. One
parent was empowered by the course to go into a community support
programme and the course gave the other parent the interesthier fletr
education. With regard to the three parents who took part imrthactivity
directly related to the action research, one was the mardesht who had
previously been a lone parent and who consistently takes part inenemt
activities. One was a lone parent who took part because her dalgids art

and who took part in another art involvement activity not connectéd the
project but during the course of the project. The third paresthehped to take
part because another parent she knew, a friend of hersakmag part. This

third parent had stated, at pre-action, that she lackdatlenne to take part.
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We can learn valuable lessons on parent-school partnership by lookimg at
involvement of this very small cohort of parents. It must, h@neve borne in
mind that this is a very small sample and the researcher rdgeslaim to
generalize the claims to the larger body of parents who mayufberiisg
disadvantage. One really clear conclusion we can draw, andcdhisbe
generalized, is that involvement needs to be differentiteslit individual
needs. If we ask for the same type of involvement from abmar(Lareau
1997), then our efforts to involve all will almost certairdyl.f This was clearly
illustrated in the main action spiral where parents receivieldreket invitation
to participate in partnership activities and where the ppatiitig cohort of
thirty-eight parents included just two parents of children who lpeagt risk of
educational disadvantage. In fact, it could be argued that, durexgntin
action spiral, the school was unintentionally reproducing an undesirable
educational practice (Lareau 1997), viz., the exclusion of sarengs. It is
also interesting to note that, in the case of four of the cadg parents, though
they all said that responsibilities outside of the school predlilvolvement,
yet these four came to the school for events that suiteddheatered to their

needs.

The case studies provide evidence that some parents are capimtffraulties
in their lives that impact on their involvement and on their deéil’s
education, e.g., financial difficulties, difficulties around beagpne parent or
the sole breadwinner or difficulties associated with stressry or trauma.

Payne (2008, 51) states that ‘many low-income parents are so bekned
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with surviving daily life that they can’t devote time to theahildren’s
schooling.” Parents must be helped to overcome these difficokiese they
will be able to concentrate on being fully involved in their chitkeducation.

In Conaty’s (2002, 19) view, ‘it is unlikely that children can benketm the
educational system if the family is just surviving.’ Tlodsol can offer support

to parents but it is up to statutory and community agencies to suppentgin

the home and in the community. The school can and does liaise wsth the
agencies through the HSCL Scheme to help parents but the schstdl is
limited in its remit. Because disadvantage is multifaceiedpeeds ‘an
integrated,multi-sectoral (italics in original) response to address it' (Cullen

2000, 12).

7.4.4.4 Perceived changes in involvement level at polstrastage

In discussing the changes in the perceived level of involvenigodrents at
post-action stage, the reader is asked to bear in mind thenpeilet above that
involvement/partnership means different things for different peoptaur
parents noted no improvement in involvement at the end of the regesrod
but were still happy that they were well involved (one parergjy well
involved (two parents) and involved as well as possible (one pa@n®
parent who considered herself very well involved has never tp&enin an
involvement activity. Of the two parents who considered that iimedlvement
had improved, one had not previously participated in school involvement
activities but took part in the art activity connected with thgegtp so there
was a clear improvement in her involvement. The second patenhoted an

improvement did not take part in the art activity but notedngrovement in



other partnership areas. The first of these was the psitpebetween parent,
school and Education Welfare Officer centring on the child’s school
attendance. The parent clearly felt supported by this partnesingh helped

her, not just with her daughter’'s schooling, but in the area ofeth@anship

with her own family. Furthermore, this parent noted that the supgperthad
received from the school during a traumatic time was the anppast she
received from any quarter. This parent remarked on the vigibilithe school

of the researcher, in her role as principal, and noted tisatiglibility makes it
easier for parents to approach the principal. Payne (2008) strdsses
importance of creating a welcoming atmosphere in the schopbfents. The
latter case study parent also commented on the fact that thenglers
development course she had undertaken through the HSCL Scheme helped her
to go into a community support programme and that being involved in the

Bridging the Gap Project helped her to feel ‘not so daunted’ by school.

We see yet again, from this section of the research, gheceptions of
partnership are very personal. Partnership is a broad conceph@rdpasses
vitally important areas such as ensuring children’s school atieada
Partnership can be facilitated by the visibility and easepgroach of the
principal and other school staff. Partnership can have benddigieabmes for
parents in areas not directly concerned with the child. Paokats| partnership
may be the only supportive structure in a parent’s life. Binglrtnership in

one area may facilitate partnership in another.
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7.4.5 Epstein’s Type 5: Involvement in decision-making, governae and
advocacy
All of the case study parents considered, at both pre-action amdqias
stages, that they are very well consulted regarding widero$éssues and that
their views are very well respected. All except one constjeat both pre-
action and post-action stages, that they are very well codsegarding their
child and that their views are very well respected. Onenpa@nsidered, at
both pre-action stage and post-action stage, that she is poorly ednsult
regarding her child and she attributed this to a lack of teatime for
consultation as well as to the short duration, infrequency andirpau) tof
parent-teacher meetings. This lack of consultation is, thexeifoithe parent’s
view, mainly a simple consequence of lack of time availabtalk rather than
an exclusion from consultation. This perception of very good consuitati
contrasts with the perceptions of parents in a previous study uketertathe

project school (Hanafin and Lynch 2002).

Challenges noted in the present study in relation to consultatienthe lack
of time available to teachers for consultation and the fattehahers might be
‘standoffish.” Miretzky (2004, 815) refers to a lack of opportunity ‘Grect

and meaningful parent-teacher interaction.” Crozier (1997, 32Wesrthat
‘parents’ perception of teachers as superior and distant ifonegd by

teachers’ own stance’ and that ‘this does little to encouragssanto a more
proactive partnership.” The need for training for teachetbararea of parent-

school partnership has already been noted.



The case-study parents did not express a wish to be involved inodecis
making. They are not alone in this in the context of the pro@uids. It was
already observed, in the main action spiral, that parenpse&tction stage, did

not consider joint decision-making to be an important understanding of
partnership. Moreover, some parents may be confusing consultattn wi
communication, as is evident from one comment. In the context of
consultation, one parent noted, ‘Anytime | ever had a problemietieher

would listen to you.’

In the course of the research, the case study parentsigtbiggues of concern
to them. These included the heavy financial burden placed on them tdeprov
for their children’s needs at school, the fact that suffidiem is not available
to them to communicate with teachers, their inability to helih womework
and the lack of leisure activities available to theirdreih in the community.
Yet the parents consider that they are very well consultedebschool and did
not express a view that they should have been consulted on the abeseoissu
that they have a right to be consulted on issues such as Tihese parents do
not seem to know that they have a right to consultation and, argtiadéyydo
not seem to know what consultation really means. School personrelare
of their duties to involve parents in the consultative process utider
Education Act, 1998 and should engage im@alitical socialization process
(italics in original) that does not manipulate parents but ratioeks with them

in understanding how parent partnership can result in benefits’ (Blaym

Ben-Avie 1996, 46). Formal structures exist in the school thradnth
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consultation takes place, viz., the Parents’ Association andBtaed of
Management. These formal structures can be off-putting aghitdriing for
parents (McKibbin et al. 1998) but there are less threatening wwawyich
parental voices can be heard. One of these is through expreéssimgews via

parent representatives on these formal structures.

While many parents of all classes may feel inadequate almgatgieg in
school governance (Crozier 1997) parents experiencing disadvantadgewveay
special difficulty (Finders and Lewis 1994). This is why theydneebe helped
and why schools should carefully consider strategies for involvindather
parents in consultation. A good start would be to make parentg aivéneir
right to consultation and also to help them reappraise the rele hhve
constructed for themselves in relation to their children’s edutatis Hoover-
Dempsey and Sandler (1997, 9) point out, ‘parental role constructioarappe
important to the involvement process primarily because it appeastablish a
basic range of activities that parents will construe gsitant, necessary and
permissible for their own actions with and on behalf of theirdehil.’ If this
role construction excludes participation in decision-making, theanpa will

not see themselves as adopting this role.

7.4.6 Epstein’'s Type 6: Collaboration and exchanges with community
organisation

At both pre- and post-action stages all of the case study pdedinvery well

supported by the school and all except two felt poorly supported by the

school's wider community links. One of the parents felt suppadoiedhe
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community, mentioning the Community Centre and Youth Club in particular,
but stated that parents have to know what is availablae@ncommunity to
access these services. Another parent felt that she did edtaoenmunity
support and that the school provides all of the extra-curricotaitaes that her
children need. Criticisms of community support concerned twc awea, the
lack of leisure facilities provided by the community for childeand the lack of
support from community agencies when a parent is experiencirigutliff
Financial constraints were widely cited by parents as hinddghieg own
efforts to provide leisure activities for their children atahgers and violence
in the area surrounding their homes were a worry for some pagartsces
connected with the school, viz., the Education Welfare Boardta&chool
Completion Programme, were mentioned favourably by parentsms @frthe
support they provided. Indeed, the only after-school and holidayl¢iswae

facilities available to the children of some parentsen®ovided by the latter.

A really salient factor of parental replies in this sectothe narrow view they

present of ‘community.” Consider Epstein’s (1995, 229) definition whithds

one used for the purposes of this dissertation:
Community refers to the child’'s home neighbourhood, the school
neighbourhood, school context, and the wider local community of
business, civic, cultural, religious, and other organizations gexcées
that influence children’s learning and development and that could
enhance family and school influences on children.

The case study parents do not refer to neighbours, to local busjrtessiegs

and cultural groups, e.g., girl guides, boy scouts, sports groups;amas

drama groups or church groups that are, in fact, present in the catyumu

There is no sense, arising from the parental replies, ofcthesion among
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those who are stakeholders in a school, built on acceptancefetddes, a
commitment to the common good, and a recognition that the school and its
environment are interdependent and mutually supportive’ (Miretzky 2004,

819).

With regard to the perceived lack of leisure activittbgre are certainly such
activities available, as noted by one case study parent. Bf2606, 1052)
notes Bourdieu’s theory of class ethos and states:
Bourdieu considered this influence as expressing an irrationdéney
that compels people tover-react (italics in original) to the objective
difficulties that they face. Working-class families arad led to collude
in their own disadvantage, as they fail to take advantage dlirtiieed)
opportunities available to them.
Perhaps some parents do not know how to access community leisutesict
for their children. In the case of activities not beingilatde near to where
some of the children live, there may be a role for schodltstgipport parents
in lobbying for activities to be put in place. The school also need®lp

parents look at the totality of support available in the commuaigncompass

a broader vision than available leisure facilities.

Milbourne (2005, 692) considers that ‘the structures and organisation of
partnership work in public services, as currently conceived, sunter to the
flexibility that effective work in settings accessible toadigantaged families
often require.” This may mean that the children of these lisnare not
deriving educationally rich experience from the surrounding community
Natriello et al. (1990, 7) hold that students who are educationally

disadvantaged have been exposed to insufficient education expeneate
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least one of three domains, i.e., the school, the family orsthdent’s
community (Natriello, McDill and Pallas 1990, 13). Thus, the comity is
construed as contributing to educational advantage or disadvantage. The
Combat Poverty Agency (1998, Introduction) sees educational disadvasstage
‘the complex interaction of factors at home, in school and in the coriyn..
which result in a young person deriving less benefit from foedatation than
their peers.” As Cullen (Cullen 2000, 8) points out, educational disdage is
linked directly to ‘the social and economic characteristicéhef community
where the school is located or the child lives.” This mehatthere is a need

‘to address educational disadvantage by intervening as muchheigystems
surrounding children as with children themselves’ (Cullen 2000, 8). Mergo
‘the problems of educational disadvantage cannot be solved in maimstre
school-based programmes alone but are strongly affected by the wide
community and society’ (Spring 2007, 5). Milbourne (2005, 690) speaks of ‘the
complex interactions’ involved in ‘joined-up delivery work’ and stdtes ‘the
skills, time and energy required for agencies and individuatstablish the
relationships necessary for collaborative inter-agency work often not
recognised.” The HSCL Scheme works in close collaboration withintenty

and statutory agencies in the community. This work cannot beoleft by
schools to the HSCL Scheme. Principals, Parents’ Associaimh®8oards of
Management must also be involved, or, at the very leastawsee and

supportive of the work of HSCL in this regard.
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7.5

Recommendations

Arising from the research findings and from the literaturepmamendations

will be made under the following headings: policy; practice; and gsaieal

development.

7.5.1 Policy

7.5.1.1 Policy at school level

Parent-school partnership must be strategically planned (Haymkes a
Ben Avie 1996, Krasnow 1990). It is therefore essential that paren
school partnership policies and plans are in place in schools.
Parent-school partnership has different meanings in differentxtente
and, as borne out by the present research, has different nedéming
different people. Bearing this in mind, the definition of parehos]
partnership in the context of each particular school should be jointly
decided by parents, teachers and management and this definitioth shoul
be included in the policy document for the school.

School policy documents on parent-school partnership should
acknowledge the diversity of parents connected to the school, thus
avoiding the risk of treating the parents as ‘a homogeneous nthassa wi
clearly defined set of common interests’ (Gale 1996, 136).

Policy documents should acknowledge the possible presence of power
issues in home/school relations. Teachers and parents working togethe
to draw up policy documents should be aware that teachers may have

‘by virtue of their location within an institution and their professil
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knowledge, a built-in command over the relationship’ (Vincent and
Tomlinson 1997, 366).

Bearing in mind families’ ‘fundamental role as the foundation for al
learning’ (Alexander 1996) and teachers’ professional contribution to
learning, policy documents should outline the complementary roles of
parents and teachers in children’s education.

Parental partnership policy documents should outline, with due
recognition of the local context, ways partnership with parentsl dmil
maximized. In a disadvantaged setting, policy documents should
include strategies for the inclusion of parents whose d@rildray be at

risk of educational disadvantage. Policy documents should
acknowledge ‘that some parents’ involvement needs more nurturing and
support than others’ (Crozier 1997, 198).

In all settings, policy documents should include strategies designe
maximize partnership with fathers, who are traditionally lgeely to

be involved than mothers (Vincent and Warren 1998, West, Noden and
Edge 1998) and with parents of children in senior and middle classes,
the latter parents being involved less frequently than paregtsuafer
children (Department of Education and Science 2005a).

Policy documents/school plans should provide clear guidelines for
parental involvement for each type of involvement in Epstein’s
Typology (Epstein and Dauber 1991), in particular, for collaboration
and exchanges with community organizations (Type 6), which was not

included in parental understandings of partnership in the preseiyt
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* With regard to Type 5, viz., involvement in decision-making, adwocac
and governance, policy documents/plans should outline how parents
will be helped to move into the decision-making role. The present
research demonstrated that, following a process that sawethgaged
in collaborative planning with school staff, parents viewed invoamm
in decision-making as a component of partnership. This constiamted
important change in understanding as, prior to the action, involvement
in decision-making was weakly identified as an understanding of
partnership.

* It is essential that policy documents on parent-school partnership
include the statutory requirements laid down by the Education Act,
1998, e.g., the promotion by the school of effective liaison witarpa
(Article 6g), the provision to parents of records relatingstiodents’
educational progress (Article 9g) and evaluation (Article 22:&i8,
encouragement of the involvement of parents in their children’s
education (Article 23:2e) and the promotion of contact between the
school, parents of students in the school and the communitycl@Arti
26:3). In addition, policy documents and school plans could usefully
embody the guidelines provided by the Department of Education and
Science Inspectorate (2003) documéuabking at Our School: An Aid

to Self-Evaluation in Primary Schools.

7.5.1.2 Policy at national level

* It is recommended that Department of Education and Sciencgy poli

take cognizance of the necessity to allocate appropriate tame



parent/teacher communication. The current time allocatiopdoent-
teacher meetings (Department of Education and Science 2002y is t
short for meaningful and constructive parent-teacher communication t
take place.

As has been noted, parents are now involved in policy makindnablsc
level. The current time allotted by the DES to policy makingchools

is one day per year. Schools engage more frequently than thikcyn po
making, necessitating the freeing of teachers from classdoties and
organising supervision for the classes of these teachers. i$hi
sometimes necessarily aa hoc arrangement when the opportunity
presents. This militates against the successful, plannedsiocl of
parents in policy making. It is recommended that it be PBRY to
make provision for additional structured time within the school farar
policy making, such policy making to be inclusive of parental
involvement.

The model of parental involvement practised in the Home, School
Community Liaison Scheme has proved to be successful in supporting
marginalised parents and involving them in their children’s atiue
(Ryan 1995, Ryan 1999, Archer and Shortt 2003). Under the DEIS
Action Plan (Department of Education and Science 2005), the
involvement of parents is considered a key strategy in addressing
educational disadvantage. It is recommended that the Home, School
Community Liaison Scheme be maintained and strengthened. The
present research identified areas in need of improvement, iimglud

parents’ awareness of their right to be consulted, parewialvement
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in decision-making and planning and the collaborative creation of a
school environment supportive of learning.

It is recommended that future Government policy be committed to the
concept of broadening the remit of the HSCL Schemalltechools,

with particular emphasis on schools with mixed socio-economic
populations containing disadvantaged students as these latter schools

are currently excluded from the Scheme.

7.5.2 Practice

Recommendations with reference to practice will be made uUspsgein’'s

Typology as headings.

7.5.2.1Epstein’s Type 1: Basic responsibilities of families

The child is at the centre of the parent-teacher relatior{sleipes, not
dated) and the present research indicated that, for 37% of thesparent
partnership is important for reasons concerned with the childfauneel
Educational partnership occurs in both home and school settings.
Parental involvement in education in the home should be acknowledged
and celebrated by the school and rendered visible through, e.g.,
photographic displays and accounts of how parents contribute to their
children’s education at home. This would be particularly valuabke i
disadvantaged setting where much of the work parents invesein th
children’s education remains low-profile and invisible (O’Brien and
Flynn 2007).

Home/school links should begin as soon as possible in the education of

the child (Government of Ireland 1992).
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7.5.2.2 Epstein’s Type 2: Basic responsibilities of schools

» It is recommended that parents, teachers and Boards of Magaigem
should jointly identify and list cooperation practices and strateigie
current usage in the school. Taking Epstein’s Typology as a frarkew
gaps in practice should be identified, leading to a revisstd o
practices that incorporates each of Epstein’s involvement.types

» Schools should evaluate their practices of communicating witmigare
and identify effective communication strategies. In pariculthe
effectiveness of written communication should be evaluategeni2a
should be involved in this evaluation.

* In disadvantaged settings, there should be flexibility around thegtim

and duration of parent-teacher meetings.

7.5.2.3 Epstein’s Type 3: Involvement at school

* It is recommended that short-term (as well as long-terménpealr
involvement projects be included in school plans. Short-term qisoje
may be easier to sustain and more inclusive than projedisngér
duration.

» Parents should be assured talhtpre-agreed involvement is welcome,
whether of long or short duration.

» Parents should be assured that the school accepts that school
involvement is not possible for some parents. Where parental
involvement is not possible or does not occur, school staff should
ensure that such non-involvement does not further disadvantage non-

involved parents’ children.
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Dedicated space in the school, e.g., a Parents’ Room, shdugde w
possible, be made available to facilitate parental invoérd.

As parents may be reluctant to attend involvement activitiésey
perceive them to be ‘serious’ or ‘difficult, it is recommeddthat
initial involvement activities be as simple and parent-friendly
possible. This is especially important in a disadvantageidgett
Involvement activities must be meaningful and relevant for pardint
parents attend involvement activities and find them relevhay, tay

be likely to continue attending.

Making sure that parents know other parents who will be involsed i
recommended as some parents lack confidence to comerttsev

Basing involvement activities on parents’ interestsgsrasible strategy.
The importance of strategic planning for parental involvement is
stressed in the literature (Comer and Haynes 1991, Haynesend B
Avie 1996, Krasnow 1990). While it may not be possible to
collaboratively plan all involvement activities, at leasome
involvement activities must be collaboratively planned, by marand
teachers, tailored to parents’ needs.

Invitations to attend involvement activities must outline eyatitle
nature of the proposed involvement as parents may not respond to
vague invitations.

Schools need to work with parents to identify the best times for

involvement activities.
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* In order to maximize the involvement of parents who have childre
multiple schools, schools should network with neighbouring schools to
arrange joint involvement activities.

* In order to maximize the involvement of parents who have younger
children to care for, it is recommended that schools work withl loc
agencies to identify/provide creche/childminding facilities.

» Issues relating to involvement should be identified and addressed,
where possible, at school level. These issues should encofaptss
related both to parents and to the school because ‘when home-school
relationships are evaluated exclusively in terms of pardxghbvior,
critical questions are neither asked nor answered’ (Lareay 109Y.

» Parents should be made aware of beneficial outcomes accruing from
partnership as this could prove to be a powerful motivator. Tduklc
be done verbally at general parent meetings. Displays on school
corridors illustrating involvement activities and highlighting any
beneficial outcomes, e.g., increased parental knowledge w€wdum,
enhanced reading scores, increased parental networking and mutual
support, parental and children’s enjoyment of involvement aetsyiti
etc., would be useful also in this context. When parents beliate t
their own involvement is likely to make a difference, they rnagome

more involved (Ames et al. 1993).

7.5.2.4 Epstein’s Type 4: Involvement in learning activitieeome

* Bearing in mind that parents may be willing to be involved innieg

activities at home but may not know how, schools should clarify how
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parents can help (Finders and Lewis 1994). An ideal opportunity for this
clarification occurs where schools hold meetings at the dtdheoschool
year to outline the child’s curriculum for the forthcoming yesparents.

Clear information regarding the curriculum must be given by schools
parents and ‘information must be given to families by the schmolsow

to help in productive ways at all grade levels’ (Epstein 1992, 6)
Programmes such as paired reading dfadhs for Fun (Appendix Xl)
further provide school staff with opportunities to show parents how they
can help.

» Courses on how best to help their children educationally should be put in
place for parents. A 1995 evaluation of the HSCL Scheme foundathat
result of their involvement in courses, ‘parents had increaseself-
confidence, knew more about what was happening in school, and had
learned how to help their children with schoolwork’ (Ryan 1999, 31)

» Parents’ attention should be drawn to techniques they may usetdaséi

learning during informal activities at home (Becker and &pst982).

7.5.2.5Epstein’s Type 5: Involvement in decision-making, governance and

advocacy

» The present research demonstrates that parents may notabe afw
their right to be consulted (Education Act, 1998) and their rigtiet
involved in decision-making. Parents must be helped and facilitated
move into a decision-making role and to realise and understand their

importance in this role. It is recommended that parenisvadved first
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* in activities and practices that they perceive as non-tmief. Having
enjoyed the latter activities and found that their participatias useful
and appreciated, parents may feel confident to move into theofrea
policy formation and collaborative decision-making.

» There should be flexibility in structures of Parents’ Associatioms
timings of meetings and the way in which the business of themésti
conducted (MacGiolla Phadraig 2003). Furthermore, parental
involvement in decision-making should not be seen to be restricted to
membership of Parents’ Associations or Boards of Managenwnt. J
decision-making and collaborative planning can take place at differe
levels and in different contexts as the present research has
demonstrated. Parents and teachers can, e.g., be involved in
collaborative planning of classroom activities and actwit@enhance
children’s learning or in collaborative development of the schizi.

» Efforts should be made to ensure that there is a turnover of parent
involved in Parents’ Associations and Boards of Management and that
long-serving members of Parents’ Associations and Boards of
Management do not serve to disempower other parents and exclude

them from membership of such bodies.

7.5.2.6 Epstein’s Type 6: Collaboration and exchanges with community

organisations
* In the present research, knowledge of the local community was a
strength which parents brought to the partnership. Parental knowledge

of the local community should be used to good effect by schools. Such
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knowledge may serve to enhance the teaching of the curriculum, as
occurred in the present project, as well as to maximize oppoes! foti
school staff to help parents and children avail of commugggurces.

The HSCL Scheme provides a structure through which parents, pupils,
school personnel and voluntary and statutory agencies can network and
liaise. As such, it has an important role to play in delngran
integrated service to marginalised families. This elenoéthe HSCL
Scheme role should be emphasized and built upon, considering ‘the
need to address educational disadvantage by intervening as much with
the systems surrounding children as with children themselves’efCull

2000, 8).

7.5.3 Professional development

It is recommended that professional development in the arearefitgschool

partnership be put in place both for practising teachers and studeheite

This development should include:

course content on the legal and constitutional underpinnings of parent-
school partnership;

assistance in formulating parent-school partnership plans amieppli

a broadening of the vision of parent-school partnership to encompass
parental involvement at home;

the provision of strategies in teacher training for partnershuipegses

encompassing the different types in Epstein’s Typology;
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» the provision of strategies for teachers to involve parenthair t
children’s literacy and numeracy as advocated by the DEIS\cti
Plan;

» the provision, in a disadvantaged setting, of some understaoiditige
reality of the lives of the parent population of the school,

» the provision of an understanding of the unique contributions of
parents, as demonstrated in the case studies with parentapteC8ix
of the present research;

» the sharing of good practice relating to parental involvement.

It is further recommended that, through professional developmechgisa

awareness of the beneficial outcomes of parent-school pripebe

heightened and that teachers be made aware of the impoofathed& own
involvement activities. Epstein (1995, 217) notes that ‘teacpeastices to
involve families are as or more important than family backgroamibles

such as race or ethnicity, social class, marital statusnathers’ work

status for determining whether and how parents become involved in their

children’s education.

7.6 Strengths and limitations of study and areas identifi for future

research
Cohen and Manion (1984, 47) state that the sample used in actiarchese
restricted and unrepresentative, that there is little or no atormver
independent variables and that the findings are not generalizablesimlty
restricted to the environment in which the research is daatg. This action

research project was carried out in an urban primary schoibh &
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disadvantaged population, and the project findings are limited to the
participating parents. The researcher does not claim thdtnifiegs can be
generalized to other parent populations and other school settingss Tibato

say that lessons cannot be learned from the project and it is hbatd
educators and parents in other schools will find some usefulgésit|e the

present research.

With regard to the pre-action phase of the research, atiionites noted with
regard to the research population involved. These parents wetbefmost
part, parents who are visible in the school. They were, textant, a biased
sample in that they were willing to discuss partnership anddsarifenough to
share their views. The study is limited by the fact thaketieanother cohort of
parents, i.e., the less confident or the ones who rarely éetschool building,

whose views are unrepresented in the present study.

The difficulty experienced at pre-action stage in gettingctihesent of parents
to participate in individual interviews resulted in a furthenitation. The
necessarily cursory nature of some of the individual intervigngsluded, in
the case of some of these particular interviews, the atiqoisif the ‘rich data’
(Maxwell 1996, 95) which may be available when interviews areapenged

and for a fixed time.

With regard to the use of the pre- and post-action interviewshiwider
cohort of parents, there were limitations in that not all espef Epstein’s

Typology (Epstein and Dauber 1991) were addressed in rating questsons,



they were for the case study parents. A further limitatighasthe views of the
ten planning parents at post-action stage are compared with ekectm
views of all participating parents (i.e., 68 individual paseahd 8 focus

groups). This makes direct pre-action/post-action comparisacudti

The use of open questions and the utilization of the semi-strddhiezview at
pre-action stage can be regarded as a strength of the reseaxatuable and
unique data on parent-school partnership was thus acquired. T,Hevevéver,
a possibility that the data produced may have been ‘influencdtelyrésence,
role, and perceived background’ of the researcher in her roleimsppt

(Litoselliti 2003, 5) and this is a limitation of the study.

This research was concerned with parents’ and not teachespeptves. This
limited the research as the ‘shared’ understanding of parenftetepartnership
comprised the views of just one half of the partnership,the. parents. The
research looked at both parental understandings and parental eceerad
partnership. The data obtained constitutes a strength of utlg st that the
views and understandings of parents on parent-school partnershipeaie ra
the literature. So too, indeed, are the views of teacherthenis an area that

could usefully be addressed through research.

The parents involved in the main action spirals were sttt in that they
all volunteered to take part in the action. They are likely tdthe active,
committed parents’ referred to by OECD (1997, 16). We can sa)liteathe

participating parents at pre-action stage, these parentsbhmayewed as a
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biased sample and may be unlikely to be ‘typical of the passnégswhole - or
to represent their views’ (OECD 1997, 16). This may be notedliastation

of the study.

A further research weakness lies in the fact that theree wmrental
involvement activities in place already for the parents of Se€bask, one of
the classes chosen for the research. This limited the nuaibparents

available for the action research.

The main action spirals were well informed by the literaturection research;
this can be viewed as a strength. A limitation is that, whbdeeral parents
decided on the action, their decision was largely based oesiimus from the
researcher, arising from the pre-action findings. Howevstremgth was that
the actions were in key areas of Epstein’s partnership typeseed of

development, viz., involvement and decision-making.

Arising from the findings in the main action spirals, the apégparental
partnership in curricular planning could be usefully researched.nGive
limited formal structures for parental partnership in decisiaking, an
exploration of varied and differentiated ways of giving parent®ice could

also be explored.

This study as well as others (e.g., Moroney 1995) have highlightgudhkem
of poor parental attendance. The present research has alsghtaghlissues

with the means of communicating events. In-depth research ededeto



provide an understanding of the factors influencing parental atieade well

as an explanation for the gendered nature of parental attendanc

This research sought to provide an understanding of how parents whose
children may be at risk of educational disadvantage can bé/a@d/in parent-
school partnership. A limitation of the study lies in the mearalable to
identify such parents. In the present research the DESiafiteridentifying
children who may be at risk of educational disadvantage were used
(Department of Education and Science 2005b). This had a limitad irathat
private details of parents’ lives, e.g., their employndatails or whether they
hold a medical card, is not readily available to the rebear This means that,
while St. Mary’s is included in the SSP (Department of Edanaind Science
2005) because a significant percentage of the pupil population thiSIDES
criteria for identifying children who may be at risk of eduwmadil disadvantage,

the researcher is not able to state exactly how many paretite irelevant
cohort of parents (i.e., Junior Infant and Second Class paametgarents of
children who may be at risk of educational disadvantage. Moretamnijies
within any socio-economic group vary considerably’ (Conaty 2002, 39) as does
the performance of children at school. Research on the prodesbeshome

and in the school resulting in such variations would be usefliinteresting.

The use of Epstein’s Typology in devising the interview for thee cstudy
parents and for analysing and interpreting the findings was hdipftihe
researcher and strengthened the research by providing a scaffiddhework

both for the interview and for the analysis and interpretaticlsdt allowed the
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researcher to identify areas for future research, &g.ptocesses involved in
Epstein’s Type 1 involvement, vizhasic responsibilities of families; joint
parent-teacher exploration of factors affecting involvement; feowd parents

and schools could collaborate to enhance community support forgarent

The inclusion of both quantitative (rating) questions and quaktatuestions,
based on Epstein’'s Typology, in the interview for the case studyhtpare
allowed the interviewer to gain rich information regarding pa‘edeas and

suggestions. This constitutes a further strength of the study.

7.7  Conclusion

In conclusion, this research addressed three key questions refatitige
meaning of parent-school partnership, to how parent-school partnecshg

be increased in an urban primary school and to how parents of chatieen
may be at risk of educational disadvantage can be involved imtjsateool
partnership. The researcher was able to answer each questiothé action
research conducted, with the exploration of parent understandings a unique
feature of the work. Another unique feature was the in-depth wattk avi
sample of parents whose children may be most at risk of educational
disadvantage, giving important insights into their uniqgue and indiviterds

in relation to parent involvement. The use of Epstein’'s framewoas w
particularly useful in identifying key aspects which need to beldped, with

these parents.
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It is earnestly hoped that this research will contribute Bmall way to the
collective knowledge on parent-school partnership. As we endetovaurture
this partnership in our schools, let us not ‘wait for the revoluiibavies1990,
68). Let us, instead, take Davies’s (1990, 68) advice:

It is better to begin with some ideas that work and that carchieved

by ordinary people with reasonable effort ... Shall we wait for the

revolution? Certainly not. We can take small and affordatdps now
that will be the building blocks for more profound transformation.
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Appendix | Letter of invitation to parents of Junior Infants_and Second

Class to participate in pre-action individual and focus goup

interviews

School Address

Date

Dear Parent/Guardian,

| am, at the moment, doing research on how parents and the sahawork in
partnership to help the children. This research is figgree (Doctorate in
Education) which | am doing with the University of Hull.

| am hoping to find out what parents feel about parent-school psirtpel will
be including this information in a thesis for the degree. Gtiwhio are
interested in the subject of parent-school partnership wabieto read about
the findings from my research in the thesis.

| am very interested in hearing your views on parent-schatrigrahip. | hope
to interview parents both individually and as part of a group.

If you would like to come for an individual interview or to keertpof a group
interview, please let me know. | am usually on the ground fi6tre school in
the mornings and in the school yard at going-home time. | sarbal
contacted by phone at the school or through a note sent with your child

In keeping with the procedures of the university, any person takirign the
research is promised confidentiality. The names of pdgeratslians, children,
teachers or anyone connected with the research will navée, gior will the
name of the school.

Kindest regards,

Mary A. Healy (Principal)
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Appendix Il Letter of invitation to parents of Junior Infant s _to attend

meeting for the purpose of: (a) getting information on the

Senior Infants curriculum; and (b) giving their views on

parent-school partnership

School Address
Date
Dear Parent/Guardian,

Your child is now nearly at the end of his/her Junior Infant gedrwill be
going into Senior Infants in September.

You are invited to a short meeting in the school to find out aygmut child’s
curriculum for next year.

At the meeting also, | am hoping to find out what parent&kthbout parent-
school partnership as | am, at the moment, doing research opanents and
the school can work in partnership to help the children. Bsisarch is for a
degree (Doctorate in Education) which | am doing with thevéhsity of Hull.

| will be including this information in a thesis for the degrOthers who are
interested in the subject of parent-school partnership wakieto read about
the findings from my research in the thesis.

In keeping with the procedures of the university, any person takirign the
research is promised confidentiality. The names of pdgeratslians, children,
teachers or anyone connected with the research will navém, gnor will the
name of the school.

The meeting for parents in your child’s class will be on éday)
(time), in the Parents’ Room. Hoping very much to see yoej the

Kindest regards,

Mary A. Healy (Principal)
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Appendix Il Letter of invitation to parents of Junior Infants and Second

Class to attend meeting to plan involvement activity

School Address

Date

Dear Parent/Guardian,

As you may be aware, | have been working with parents to find org about

how the school and the home can work together in partnership to help the
children. We now have the views of many parents on parent-schaws gsuip.

This is part of research which | am doing for a degree (DoetanEducation)

with the University of Hull.

We now need to look at these views to see how we can incraase-pehool
partnership.

We hope to arrange an activity involving parents and children in cfuld’s
class.

You are invited to come to a meeting to plan for that activibe meeting will
be held in the Parents’ Room on (day) at (time).

I will be writing about the involvement activity, as wels about the
information we have already got on parent-school partnershipthiesés for
my research. Others who are interested in the subject mntpschool
partnership will be able to read about the findings from mgameh in the
thesis.

In keeping with the procedures of the university, any person takingnpire
research is promised confidentiality. The names of pageradians, children,
teachers or anyone connected with the research will not be gisemill the
name of the school.

Hoping very much to see you on :

Kindest regards,

Mary A. Healy (Principal)



Appendix IV Information on School Planning
Excerpt from DES Circular 18/9%chool Development Planning at Primary

Level

The Nature of School Development Planning

For some time there has been widespread acceptance among ediststiona
that collaborative school development planning is a powerful means of
promoting school effectiveness and development. Increasingly, schomols
actively engaging in on-going whole school planning in order to create
optimum learning environments and to develop and implement the most
appropriate curricular provision for their pupils.

School planning is essentially a process in which policy and plaohgeefrom

the ever changing and developing needs of the school community. Sarge ev
school is unique in terms of its staffing, pupils, support structareslability

of resources etc. the strategies employed in school developtaening will
vary considerably from school to school. In all cases, howevewpkplanning
has as its essential purpose the promotion of school effectivearabs
improvement, and it should involve the collaborative effort otredl school’s
partners.

Definition of Plan

The school plan is a statement of the educational philosophy sthioel, its
aims and how it proposes to achieve them. It deals withiotiaé curriculum
and with the organisation of all the school’'s resources, includaffy space,
facilities, equipment, time and finance. It also includesstii®ol’s policies on
a diverse range of administrative/organisational issuesvérete appropriate,
the school's strategies for implementing official guidelinasfculars/
regulations. The school plan serves as a basis for the wohle afchool as a
whole and for evaluating and reporting on whole school progress and
development. The school plan deals with the setting of targetspaedication
of achievement objectives in the context of enhancing thétyjoé teaching
and learning in school.

The school plan is a written resource document, which facilitatesdinated
development within the entire school community. Such a document caheonly
arrived at through a process of interactive and collaboratalegilie within the
broader education community. School planning therefore is esserdiall
process in which school policy and plans evolve from the ongoing and
developing needs of the school and the community it serves.altdynamic
process, which provides for constant review, design, implementatioh
evaluation.

The Education Act 1998 requires that Boards of Management in a sttabl
prepare and regularly review and update the school plan. The acstaites
that the school plan shall be prepared in accordance with suchiaiseas
may be given from time to time by the Minister in redatto school plans.
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Appendix IV (Continued) Information on School Planning

Suggested Contents of a School Plan: F@undelines and Resourcé8BES
School Development Planning Support, Primary 2005, 14-15)

Suggested Contents
» General School Details
* Vision and Aims
» Organisational Policies
e Curriculum Plans
* Procedures and Practices
» Development Section

Vision and Aims
The Vision/Mission statement reflects the charactersgiidt of the school.
Consider:

* Inclusivity

* Equality

» Holistic development of the child

» Links with SPHE- climate, school, atmosphere...

Organisational Policies 1
Policies mentioned in legislation:
* Enrolment
* Health and Safety
» Code of Behaviour and Anti Bullying Policy
» Sexual Harassment
* Equality
» Access to Records
* Attendance
» Others, e.g. Education for Persons with Disabilities Bill
Data Protection Amendment Act 2003

Organisational Policies 2
Policies supported by national guidelines:
* Learning Support
* RSE
» Substance Use
» Child Protection

Organisational Policies 3

Other possible policy areas e.qg.:
* Administration of medicines
e Assessment
* Communications
Homework
* ICT and Internet use
* Induction of new teachers




Appendix IV (Continued) Information on School Planning
Organisational Policies 3 (Continued)

* Management of SNAs

» Special Needs

» Staff Development

* Record Keeping

» Other ...

Curriculum Plans
For curricular areas a plan sets out the whole school approthteaching
and learning of a particular subject and the managemertrgadisation of
that subject area including:

* Personnel

 Time

* Resources

» Staff development...
A curriculum plan is based on the policy for that subjestated in the
Primary Curriculum and outlines the:

+ Rationale
e Aims
e Content

* Methodologies

» Assessment procedures

« Common approaches

* Linkage and integration

* Success criteria

* Roles

» Review/evaluation procedures

Procedures and Practices 1
» School organisation- teachers, ancillary staff
« Building, office, library, hall
e Car parking
* School transport
* Use of common areas in buildings and grounds
* School Calendar
» School security
» Visitors- sales reps., others
* Arrival and Dismissal
» Emergency closures
* Supervision duties
* Financial accountability
* Photocopying and Copyright issues
» Text book selection
» Book rental scheme
» Use of audio-visual and other equipment
» Use of Mobile Phones
» Healthy lunches/ Milk/meals schemes
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Appendix IV (Continued) Information on School Planning

Procedures and Practices 2
» Class and classroom allocation
» Keeping of class records and roll books
» Transfer of essential information
* Notification of absences - for teachers and children
» Parental involvement- meetings, assisting in the classiBarants
Association, fundraising
» Staff meetings
» Updates- Circulars, Guidelines
* Reception of substitutes or student teachers
» Grievance procedure
» School Tours
» Extra curricular activities
* Promotion/marketing of commercial products
» Participation in competitions/festivals
» Contact with other schools
» Transition to Second Level
» Other...

Development Section
Maintain records of:
» Review- concerns
* Priorities
» Action plans
* Pilot projects
» Development plan (long term)
» Planning diary for the year
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Appendix V  Excerpt from History Curriculum Document: Inf ants
(Department of Education and Science 1999b)

Personal and Local History

An important emphasis is placed on the exploration of persondhamig
history at this level. This type of activity enables thédcto explore
thoroughly elements of his/her own past and that of his/halyfacommunity
and locality. In this way the exploration of the past becamh@amediate
relevance for the child and important opportunities are providetidor t
examination of a wide range of evidence.

The exploration of personal and family history provides excetlppbrtunities
for the development of historical understanding but some aspfebisse
topics will require sensitive handling. In some cases schaayswish to
replace the units on family history with a study of the farofla person known
to the children.

Linkage and Integration

Much of the work suggested in the curriculum might be dedvéinrough the
integrated themes which are commonly used to organiserigaminfant
classes. For example, objectives in the strand units ‘Wygsel ‘My family’
might be achieved as children examine these themes ik 8Pkligious
education. Similarly many of the stories used in langueggohs or at story
time will provide opportunities for the development of simplednisal skills
such as the discussion of sequences and the retelling of stwoegh oral
language, drama or art work. Information and communication techieaslog
may also be used in the telling and recording of storiesnatiieg exploration
of the lives of people in the past.
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Appendix VI Questionnaire to evaluate history walk

Dear Parent/Guardian,

We have had a very exciting development in the school in theydastas
parents have been involved in planning events in the school for tdesnh
We would now like to get feedback on one of those events, i.e., st@yhi
walk. | would be very grateful if you could fill in the enclosed sjignnaire
and return it to the school tomorrow. | will be including the findimgesearch
| am doing for a degree (Doctorate in Education) with the Untyes$ Hull.
This research will be presented in a thesis which can be reasthieys
interested in parent-school partnership. Your views are wgpgritant both for
this research and to help the group of parents involved in planning. Angnymit
and confidentiality are assured.

Thank you,
Mary Anne Healy

1. Did you take part in the history walk? Yed No []

2. How did you hear about the walk? Please tick:
Letter[] From other parenD From teachef ]
other ]

If you ticked_Otherplease say how you heard:

Please show how much you agree or disagittethe statements below.

Please tick onbox for each statement.

3. The history walk with my child’s class was enjoyable for me.

Strongly Agree Agree Not Sure Disagree Strongly Disagree
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4. The history walk with my child’s class was enjoyable for my faild.

Strongly Agree

Agree

Not Sure

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

5. My child likes it when | take part in school activities.

Strongly Agree

Agree

Not Sure

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

6. The history walk helped me learn about my child’s history

curriculum.

Strongly Agree

Agree

Not Sure

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

7. It is important for parents to take part in activities in their child’s

school, if they can.

Strongly Agree

Agree

Not Sure

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

8. The history walk was a good learning activity for the children

Strongly Agree

Agree

Not Sure

Disagree

Strongly Disagree
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9. | would like to take part in a similar activity in the future.

Strongly Agree

Agree

Not Sure

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

10.1 would be willing to plan a similar activity with other parents in

the future.

Strongly Agree

Agree

Not Sure

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

11.The history walk helped me to get to know other parents.

Strongly Agree

Agree

Not Sure

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

12.The history walk improved partnership between home and $wol.

Strongly Agree

Agree

Not Sure

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

13.Please list any way you think the activity could have been improde

and add other comments if you wish.
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Appendix VII Questionnaire to evaluate planning activities

Dear Parent,

| am continuing to write about our project in the thesis foresgarch with the
University of Hull. | want to thank you for your very hard worlddor the
extremely valuable contribution you have made to increasirenpachool
partnership in our school. Other parents and teachers insutheols will be
able to read about our project in the thesis. This may heip éilsehey try to
increase partnership in their own schools.

Of course the school will not be mentioned by name nor will angnpsir
names be mentioned.

| would be very grateful indeed if you could complete the qoestire below
and return it to me at your convenience.

Thank you,

Mary Anne Healy

Please show how much you agree or disagitethe statements below.

Please tick onbox for each statement.

1. Being involved in the planning group helped me learn more about my

child’s education.

Strongly Agree Agree Not Sureg Disagreeg Strongly Disagree

2. Being involved helped me learn more about my child’s school.

Strongly Agree Agree Not Sureg Disagreg Strongly Disagree
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3. Being involved made me feel that | had made an increasedbeiion

to my child’s education.

Strongly Agree Agree Not Sure Disagreg Strongly Disagree

4. Being involved made me feel that | had contributed to the education of

children in the school besides my own.

Strongly Agree Agree Not Sure Disagreg Strongly Disagree

5. Being involved increased co-operation between home and school.

Strongly Agree Agree Not Sureg Disagreg Strongly Disagree

6. The activities increased partnership between home and school.

Strongly Agree Agree Not Sureg Disagreg Strongly Disagree

7. Being involved was an enjoyable experience for me.

Strongly Agree Agree Not Sure Disagreg Strongly Disagree




8. Itis important for parents to be involved in planning.

Strongly Agree

Agree

Not Surg

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

9. 1 would be willing to be involved in a similar planning adgun the

future.

Strongly Agree

Agree

Not Sure

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Please comment, if you wish, on your involvement in planning.
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Appendix VI Excerpt _from DEIS Action Plan_(Department of
Education _and __Science 2005, 56) regarding
development of three-year action plans

Planning at Individual School Level

The School Development Planning (SDP) initiative was launcheé®99 to
support development planning in schools, with priority being given to #éwsne

of the schools serving disadvantaged communities. Guidelinesctowol
planning were made available to schools under the initiativgréss on the
initiative, since 1999, together with the challenges aheat watlined in the
National Progress Report, published by the department in 2003. These
challenges included the establishment of development planningeydical
process in all schools, the promotion of school self-evaluatidheabasis for

all development activities, the maintenance of a focus amiteg and learning

and the increased inclusion of parents and other partners ipldhaing

process.

A tailored planning template will be developed for implemeéotadn a phased
basis, through the School Development Planning initiative, in schools
participating in the SSP. This will facilitate the devel@minby schools of their
own individual three-year action plans. School action plans wiléxeloped

on the basis of an assessment of the school’s current situatiotving both
self-evaluation by the school and the input of the Department’s losptx

The finalised plans will include locally developed targets uredah of the
agreed indicators. These targets will need to be agreetiaie-school level,
with all staff members then taking them into account, as apprapirateeir

individual short-term and long-term planning.



Appendix IX Minutes of Policy Formation Sessions (Parentalinvolvement

Policy)

Session 1: 18 February, 2007

At the first policy-formation session, hopes/expectations foptipgls of the
school were identified from the viewpoint of both parents aadtiers. At this
session also, the respective roles of parents andetsaicithe children’s
education were identified.

Group divided into two groups (1) Parents
(2) Teachers

Group 1 discussed the question: What were your hopes/expectatigyasif
children when you sent them to St. Mary’s?

Parents hoped that:

* Children would develop good social skills.

* Children would be content and happy.

* Children would be educated to the best of their atalitgt school’s ability.

* Children would be involved in a variety of activities.

* Children with weaknesses would be given particular help.

* Children would acquire good confidence.

* Children would respect themselves, their teacherss et the school
uniform.

* Children would feel safe and secure and develop good friersdship

Group 2 discussed the question: What do you hope to achievthwithildren

that are in your care?

Teachers hoped that:

* A happy environment would be created to encourage good learning.

» Talents would be fostered and encouraged.

 Each child would be respected and valued as an individual.

» Many different teaching styles would be used to suit ehiti’s learning
abilities.

« Children would develop healthily, emotionally and physically.

* Children would be well prepared for the next stage in atilut.

* Children would develop self respect and there would bece$pr
teachers and peers.

* Creativity and imagination would be encouraged and developed.

Having considered these questions it was obvious that the asgiratibath
groups were very similar and that they really are workingatde/the same
goals.
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The two groups then looked at their respective educationalaslparents and
teachers. The feedback was as follows:

Parents:

* Bring children to library, introduce them to reading, tet&m to respect
books.

* Develop outside activities, e.g., swimming etc.

» Send children to preschool as preparation for Primary School.

* Teach right from wrong, by example and being a role modg|,lkeeping
room tidy, how to look after the environment.

» Encourage healthy eating.

* Listen to and talk to children and help them develop Hueial skills.

* Provide a happy and a safe home environment.

» Encourage good timekeeping and have a good routine.

» Work with children at home, helping and encouraging them with hamnke

* Get involved in school activities.

* Look for good communication with teachers.

* Praise and encourage the children.

Teachers:

* Create a bright, colourful, happy, child friendly environmerdyjole a warm,
well maintained building and create colourful displaythefwork done by
the children.

* Teach the curriculum appropriate to the age group of tidrehi

* Provide and resource material for special needs and anugsgpdate
resources for children’s education.

» Keep informed of changes and new approaches in education.

* Involve children in extra curricular activities.

« Listen respectfully to children and treat each childrasdividual.

* Are role models for children.

* Are patient.

* Are good listeners.

» Teach and help the children to listen to each otheremuhtthe children how
to resolve conflict and anger.
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Session 2: ¥ March, 2007

During Session 2, teachers and parents (a) considered gtogsgiow do

our roles overlappndHow do we understand and respect each others’ roles?
and; (b) considered the questivvhat are your fears for the children when
they come to school?

Overlap of roles

* Both teachers and parents are concerned with the progressvahapahent
of the children and want to give all children the loédife’s experience.

 Parents and teachers want children to perform as wiilegan by helping
them with their school work and leading them to develop gooil skills.

 Parents and teachers want the children to learn andlfjduiling up good
relationships in school and in the wider community.

« Both parents and teachers agreed that it is mqstriant to praise and

encourage our children.

Understanding and respecting each others’ roles

We understand and respect each others roles because:

* We know that openness on both sides develops understanding @ext.res

» We know that good communication is the key and that this mustdmng
towards understanding when there are barriers.

» We know that we need to always see the human being behiralghe r

» We understand that there must be understanding and fairnessiealieg
with children and their rights.

Parent fears

« Children might have trouble coping with adjustment from ptessl to
primary school.

« Interaction with bigger group could be difficult.

» Racism and mixing with children of other nationalities mightan issue.

 Parents can worry about the safety of the children ariape wonder if they
have chosen the right school for the child — will the bdacation be given
and will there be choices?

 The child may bully or be bullied.

 The child may fall behind through a lack of resources.

Teacher fears

* Child may not settle into school and may seem isolated.

* Child may be bullied and this may not be noticed immediately

* Children may suffer from a lack of resources for spewads.

* Children may carry parents’ fear of school.

* Children may be subjected to peer pressure or may lalindmpany
resulting in problems in school-especially in 6th class.
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Session 3: 1% March, 2007

During this session, parents and teachers considered howahleyn co-
operation and identified both present and future involvement esivi

Present involvement activities

« Paired Reading

» Maths for Fun.

» Parent/Teacher Meetings

* Plays/Concerts

* Bridging the Gap

 Outings/Tours

 Ensuring good school attendance

* Helping with homework

* Involvement in policy making

* Involvement in Board of Management
» Communication - Sending notes — Communication via homework journal
* Providing essentials-books etc.

* Invited groups coming to school.

* Involvement in the Sacraments

Suggested future involvement activities

* Sports Days.

» Easter Egg Hunt.

* Recruiting more parents.

 Parents assisting in class (certain subjects)

* Getting Dads involved.

« Parents sharing life experiences

» Cake Sale (raise funds for equipment etc.)

 Parental involvement in decision making — practical issilke uniform,
swimming etc.

* Involvement in general housekeeping issues in school building

Session 4: 28 March, 2007

During the fourth session the role of the parents in school pignveas
considered. An analysis of current parent-teacher collabenalanning
practices was carried out and areas in which future colla®anning could
take place were identified.

Present collaborative planning activities

* Preparation for the Sacraments

* Planning First Holy Communion Reception

* Planning and preparing games kdaths for Funsessions
« Planning foiBridging the Gapsessions
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* Planning through Parents’ Association — Quiz Days, Fun Aiets/
* Involvement in Organisational Policy making — e.g., CodBis€ipline,
Anti-Bullying Policy, Retention Policy, Homework Policycet

Suggested future collaborative planning activities

« Parents and children planning together with computers

* Planning Career Days

* Environmental planning, e.g., Green flag — Waste Managém
» Upkeep of school grounds

* Planning in curricular areas

Session 5: 18 April, 2007

At this session, it was suggested that the Visual Aagldvbe the first subject
area where parents might become involved in curricular planning

Suggestions of ways in which parents can be involved in iheaWVArts

* Provide a simple box of art materials in the home eigt,gaaper, ribbon,
material etc.

» Compilation of list of suggestions for parents of some posaiblactivities.

* Looking at art books

» Making picture stories —make picture to match sentence

* Looking at art in the environment

* Looking at art in the school environment- yard, plants etc.

* Provide board in school for ideas

* Collecting and using everyday things from home to creajgeues

» Keeping samples of children’s art in a folder

* Art student to talk on ideas for using materials etc.

« Visiting Art Gallery, College of Art

 Planning an art interest walk around the city.

It was decided to start with one of the suggested #etvin the current school
year, viz., art in the school environment. This was plannédarways: (a)
parental involvement in planting in the school grounds; and (b) parent
involvement in creating a mural in the school grounds

Session 6: 28 April, 2007

At this, the final planning session, the draft policy was gleted.

See Appendix X for Draft Policy Document.
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Appendix X Draft Parental Involvement Policy

Policy Development

During the 2006/07 school year a group of parents and teachers inet wit
view to developing a Parental Involvement Policy.

Both parents and teachers reflected on their roles astedsic

They discussed their hopes and aspirations for the children in #éneirlcwas
obvious that the aspirations of both were very similar and thatee working
towards the same goals.

Rationale for Parent-School Partnership
Parents are the primary educators of the children and tsaateefull-time
educators. Therefore parents and teachers need to work Haamtin

The greater the interaction between home and school the greabemifd to
the child. Parents and teachers together must strive leztreind enforce the
same values, thus enabling the children to be fully supparténir education.

Policy Statement

The teachers aim to provide a caring, safe and secure enviromvherg
children can learn and develop to the best of their ability.

The parents wish to see the children grow in a warm, frienayranment
where an encouraging educational system is in place and wheeztresnd
good communication are encouraged and where the child is valued as a
individual.

Parents and teachers will work in partnership to create anddpravschool
environment that will promote the best learning opportunities forthel
children and appropriate development opportunities for all memberseof t
school community, including parents and staff.

The Parent-Teacher Relationship

As parents and teachers, we aim to promote openness on bothcsiglop
understanding and respect.

We understand good communication to be of key importance.

We also understand that we need to see the human being behind tbé role
parent and teacher.

Development of Parent-Teacher Partnership

The development of parent-teacher partnership will be psiedtin the three-
year plan. Partnership strategies will be developed,eimghted, monitored
and evaluated on a yearly basis.
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Appendix XI Excerpt regarding Mathematics for Fun from The Home,
School, Community Liaison Scheme in Ireland: From Vision
to Best Practice (HSCL Coordinators 2005-2006, 50-51)

Rationale

The rationale for the Mathematics for Fun initiative is unditsn in the
findings and recommendations of all recent research on mathenatigced

out by or on behalf of the Department of Education and Scienceithdtased
teaching and learning is central to the revised Primary SdBadgficulum
(1999). The Evaluation Report on Curriculum Implementation recommended
that in the teaching of mathematics teachers should provide oppiesfoit
discussion, combined with the use of concrete materials bypupis. This
report also stated that the use of precise, concrete alaterould result in
effective teaching and learning, aimed at meeting the individeatls of the
learner. The report recommended that schools promote purposefutgba
involvement. Mathematics for Fun is readymade to meet these
recommendations both at the primary level and in the junioe @ftcthe post-
primary level. Furthermore, the dissemination of the good pretd positive
outcome of the Mathematics for Fun programme, not only amongndgsi
schools served by HSCL but throughout the school system generallgsseksir

a central objective of the HSCL Scheme.

In the evaluation repottiteracy and Numeracy in Disadvantaged Schaloés
Inspectorate recommended that all pupils’ learning in mathesndie
facilitated by the extensive use of concrete materialsirthér recommended
that HSCL build on the proven success of initiatives to invdieeparents of
younger children, by extending these strategies to enable pacemingage
effectively with the school as their children progress throbghntiddle and
senior classes. As Mathematics for Fun is practical, workablg non-
threatening, it can address these recommendations.

An assessment of mathematical achievement conducted by thatibdakt
Research Centre showed the difference between the perforroamepils

from advantaged and those from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds.
Recommendations based on the findings also emphasised the nefssity
differentiated and activity-based learning.

The Mathematics for Fun collaborative learning initiativedessigned and
structured to address the following aims:

* To meet the individual needs of the pupils through hands-on work and
parental involvement

» To enhance the parent-teacher partnership

» To help parents understand more fully the challenging nature of
mathematics for the pupil as learner and the teachetas

» To break down the fear barrier some pupils may have towards
mathematics by bringing fun and variety into the learning @oce
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Appendix XI (Continued)
Rationale (Mathematics for Fun) (Continued)

* To help parents experience at first hand the working school
environment.

» To empower parents to engage meaningfully in the learning protess
young people

Process

Parents are invited to participate in Mathematics for Fupugh personal
contact by class teachers or HSCL coordinators or through horite lwys

coordinators.

In general, HSCL coordinators facilitate the parents’ trainnwgh some

involvement by teachers where possible. Parents’ training talkes in the
school over four or five sessions, though this varies from schoolhtmwlsc
These sessions afford parents and teachers the opportunity tdariamil
themselves with the various activities, allowing them to bugihfidence,

competence, and partnership. The activities used include tangraisattern
blocks, aimed at developing spatial awareness; dominoes anbattker's

game, aimed at developing number and computational skillstiorela

attribute blocks, aimed at developing language, logical thinkingpasidlem-

solving skills; clock bingo, to consolidate work done by classhacon time;
and pentominoes, aimed at developing problem-solving skills ancotieept

of tessellation. Many other games and activities are usddfament schools,
taking into account the varying abilities and ages of the pupitdved.

In general, Mathematics for Fun sessions take place igléissroom for one
hour per week over a period of six weeks. Depending on the size ofa$s

and the number of available parents, the class is divided liatgpg with no

more than four pupils in any group, if possible. A parent takes clairge
particular mathematical activity. They are familiaithwthe instructions and
solutions. Children move from one activity to the next at amgisignal. The
class teacher is in the room, in a supportive capacity, whike HSCL

coordinator oversees the process and meets the parents votreveession.



Appendix XII Interview Questions for Case Study Parents

Question 1: What do you see as your responsibilities as a parent, in relation
to the school, to help your child?

Question 2: How well do we and you co-operate to help your child? (Very
well, Well, Not Sure, Poorly, Very Poorly)

Question 3: What would help both us and you to co-operate more?

Question 4: What special difficulties are there in co-operating, wheeseth
may be some educational disadvantage?

Question 5: What could be done to help co-operation between parents and
school, where there may be some educational disadvantage?

Question 6: How well do we and you communicate, to help your child?
(Very well, Well, Not Sure, Poorly, Very Poorly)

Question 7: What could help us to communicate better?

Question 8: What special challenges are there in communication, where
there may be educational disadvantage?

Question 9: What could be done to help communication between parents and
school, where there may be some educational disadvantage?

Question 10: How well do you feel you are involved with the school, to help
your child? (Very well, Well, Not Sure, Poorly, Very Poorly)

Question 11: What could be done to help you to be more involved with the
school, in helping your child?

Question 12: What special challenges are there in being involved, where t
may be some educational disadvantage?

Question 13: What could be done to help with these challenges?
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Question 14aHow well do we at school consult you for your views, and
respect them in relation to your child? (Very well, Wé&lpt Sure, Poorly,
Very Poorly)

Question 14bHow well do we at school consult you for your views, and
respect them in relation to wider school issues? (Very wedlll, Not Sure,
Poorly, Very Poorly)

Question 15:What should we be doing to consult with you and listen to your
views, with more respect?

Question 16: What special challenges are there in consulting and listéaing
the views of parents, when there may be some educatisadlvdntage?
Question 17: What could be done to help with these?

Question 18: How supported by the school and its wider community links and
agencies do you feel? (Very well, Well, Not Sure, Podafsry Poorly)

Question 19: What should the school and its wider community agencies do to
give you more support?

Question 20: What special needs might parents of children with some

educational disadvantage have for such support?



