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Executive summary

Parent engagement in a child’s learning has demonstrated positive effects on the
child’s educational, social and long-term employment outcomes. With vulnerable
populations testing as much as two and a half years behind students from high
socio-economic status backgrounds, there is currently great emphasis in education
policy and practice discussions about the importance of increasing parent
engagement. However, while it is valued it is far from easy to do so effectively.

The intent of this research was to pilot an empowering methodology, in which the
process encourages agency and confidence in parents through the process of self-
identifying what effective support of their children’s learning looks like to them, and
how to measure it over time. This research is focused on parents — their voice, their
viewpoint, their vision of how support could be improved.

The process employed three workshops, focussed on creating a vision, developing a
plan, and advocating for the plan. Using Epstein’s Overlapping Spheres of Influence
as a frame, the parents created a vision for their children’s school years, then
identified actions that families, schools, and the community can take to better
support their child’s holistic development. These actions were very specific to the
local context. The advocacy component allowed parents to share their plan with
school and community representatives, broadening support and securing
commitments to action.

This simple process, totalling less than ten hours, became a leverage point for
community change. Community members sought to work collaboratively with
government, schools and community service agencies, resulting in collective impact.
Measurable progress has been made on virtually every component of their plan,
resulting in steady and sustained community change.

Primary learning points from this pilot are:

1. Parent engagement can be encouraged on a small budget and a small time
commitment, even in communities where engagement is not the norm.

2. The process is vitally important. The aspects of this process which made it
particularly successful were:
a. A holistic view of children’s learning environment, which includes not
only the school but also home life and the community.
b. An empowering methodology, in which parents are not told what
options are available to them to ‘help the school out,” but rather parents



c. are identifying what needs to change in the child’s environment and
who needs to change it.

d. A methodical sequence of visioning, planning and enacting/advocating,
allowing the group to move from consolidated thinking to action.

e. A respectful dialogue and working partnership with other stakeholders
across the community.

f. Aninclusive approach that allows others to join in at any time.

3. Because this model uses an empowerment framework, it is imperative that
schools, community groups, and political bodies are prepared to share power
and decision-making in a genuine and meaningful way. It would be
unconscionable to use this kind of process but withhold the ability to influence
and negotiate significant change.

4. It may be possible to replicate this process in a way that aggregates indicators
up, so that effective engagement can be measured across multiple
communities. This aspect of the model still requires testing.

5. From a policy perspective, the most insightful finding from this research is the
quite large gap between the education system’s framing of parent
engagement and this group’s understanding of the issue. The question most
commonly asked in the research literature and amongst education
practitioners could be summarised as, “How can we engage parents to make
the school better and/or improve educational outcomes for children?” The
approach of this group, in contrast, can be summarised as, “In what ways can
the school and community better support parents in guiding and directing their
children’s holistic development?” Their frame of reference is much wider, and
truly places the child at the centre of the discussion.

6. Increasing parent engagement may be an ideal place for schools and
community services to collaborate. While schools are pedagogy experts,
community service agencies are experts in engaging vulnerable families.
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1. Introduction

1.1 The need

According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
reviews, Australia’s educational performance ranks quite high (OECD, 2013). However,
educational underperformance remains a critical issue particularly for populations that are
from low socio-economic status (SES) backgrounds and Indigenous communities. The
COAG (Council of Australian Governments) Reform Council 2011 Education Report states
that students from low SES households test up to 16 percentage points behind students
from the highest SES background in reading. School leavers from low SES backgrounds
had the largest decline in post-school participation in employment, education or training.
Indigenous students, while gaining ground in literacy and numeracy test scores for years 3
and 5 in 2011, are still testing far behind non-Indigenous students (COAG Reform Council,
2012).

The 2012 PISA (Program for International Student Assessment) report indicates that
Indigenous students test 2.5 full years behind non-Indigenous students in reading, science
and maths. The socioeconomic performance gap was similar — students from the lowest
SES quatrtile tested 2.5 full years behind their counterparts in the highest SES quartile
(Thomson, S., De Bortoli, L., & Buckley, S., 2013). Approximately 20 per cent of the
students surveyed experienced a ‘low sense of belonging,” while a similar number were
identified as having ‘low participation’ (Willms, J., 2003). The Australian Early Development
Index (AEDI) identifies almost 24 per cent of all Australian children as developmentally
vulnerable in one or more (of five) domains upon entering school; nearly 12 per cent are
developmentally vulnerable in two or more domains (AEDI, 2011). Prof. Barry McGraw
has said that, compared to other educational high performers within the OECD, “Australia
languishes with a high-quality, low-equity label” (Black, 2007, p. 2).

A wide range of research conducted within Australia confirms that many young Australians
struggle to experience full educational and social inclusion in the school system. A review
conducted by LeBon & Boddy (2010), for example, identified homelessness, child abuse
and neglect, bullying, disability, chronic illness, behavioural problems, and poor mental
health as key barriers in the Australian context. These issues are reflective of societal
issues identified by the Australian Institute of Health and Family Welfare as increasing
disadvantage, social exclusion, fragile family relationships and vulnerability (Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW), 2012) — issues which reverberate throughout the
family and can have profound lifelong consequences for young people.



1.2 The interest

Past research conducted by Good Shepherd Youth & Family Service has looked at the
family-school relationship from various angles; findings of particular relevance to this issue
include the following:

a. Standpoint (2010): Schools can at times (unknowingly) create barriers to full
participation by marginalised students (particularly those from low-SES and CALD
backgrounds) (Kruger, T., Unpublished).

b. “l just want to go to school” (2012): Many young people who have disengaged
with the formal school system do so because they feel schools are uninterested
and/or unable to assist them to overcome barriers (Campbell, L., McGuire, M., &
Stockley, C., 2012).

c. Sudanese Scoping Project (2010): A wide range of issues create barriers to
families for full economic and social inclusion. Specific to schools, students face
multiple barriers to full educational inclusion, including low income, language
barriers, and little/no prior formal school experience (Benhadya, E. B., Farrier, W. &
Landvogt, K., 2010).

d. St. Joseph’s Community Development Project (2011/2012): Developed in
response to the Sudanese Scoping Project. Through proactive intensive efforts,
the school re-positioned as a first point-of-contact for all family members to
successfully engage with the community (Ray-Greig, M., 2012).

Additionally, our Low Income Awareness Checklist for Schools (Stafford, C. & Stafford, G.,
2001, 2013) and the Education Costs kit (Emergency Relief Victoria, 2009) emphasise the
importance of a mutually respectful partnership between parents/carers and the school.
Families who need the greatest support from the school are often most reluctant or unable
to access it.

This research builds upon a history of research by Good Shepherd Youth & Family
Service into educational disengagement. The “Standpoint” project was jointly conducted
in 2010 by Victoria University and Good Shepherd Youth & Family Service, with funding
from the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD).
Standpoint worked with school staff to identify the barriers to full engagement — often
erected unintentionally by school policies, procedures and pedagogy — which many
disengaged students face (Kruger, T., Unpublished). “l Just Want to go to School”
(Campbell, L., McGuire, M., & Stockley, C., 2012), jointly conducted with Jesuit Social
Services and MacKillop Family Services, provided a creative process for disengaged
young people to talk about the barriers they faced to full educational inclusion. The next
logical step for Good Shepherd was to look at the same issue from the parent’s
perspective.



1.3 Research intentions

This research focuses on parents — their voice, their viewpoint, their vision of how
engagement could be improved. The intention was to pilot an empowering methodology
that could be used by schools and community services, in which the research process
encourages agency and confidence in parents. The process allows parents to self-identify
what effective support of their children’s learning looks like to them, and how to measure it
over time.

1.4 Research question and goals

Primary research question: What do parents self-identify as effective participation in
their child/ren’s school and learning? What do parents self-identify as the primary ways to
overcome barriers to effective engagement?

Primary goals:

a. Parents able to thoughtfully self-identify what effective engagement in their
child/ren’s school and learning looks like.

b. Parents able to thoughtfully self-identify barriers to effective engagement with their
child/ren’s school and learning.

c. Parents able to thoughtfully self-identify specific actions which can be taken to
minimise or overcome these barriers, with a particular focus on effective
partnership with the school.

d. Development and pilot of an interactive tool that facilitates the above, creating a set
of indicators against which parents can regularly assess their progress in improving
their engagement.

e. Refinement of tool, which can then be shared with other stakeholders.

An opportunity for Good Shepherd Youth & Family Service to reflect on effective

methods for community service organisations to partner with schools.

—h

1.5 Contributions to the field

This exploratory research contributes to the evidence base, best practice, and policy
considerations in some important ways.

The process itself demonstrates that community development and group facilitation skills
continue to have a place in social change. These skills are sometimes undervalued in an
age of online activism and high-tech solutions to pressing social issues. It is a timely
reminder that empowerment and inclusion are sometimes the most important aspects of
an intervention — and perhaps far more life-changing than solving problems on behalf of
others. However, empowerment and inclusion require power sharing in order to be
genuine. In true community, everyone is valued and has a place to speak and contribute.
The results of this pilot indicate that a very small, easily replicable and affordable
intervention can have profound effects on how individuals and groups identify their place
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within society, but benefits will be diminished or lost if this change in perspective is not
supported by others.

True parent engagement is centred on the holistic needs of the children and their families,
rather than on the needs of the school. When parents are able to identify and address
issues that create barriers to participation and educational inclusion, meaningful change
ensues. This is a virtuous cycle: the ability to make or influence meaningful change
results in greater confidence and engagement.

For the participants of this pilot, community effects on their children were their primary
concern. This may be the case for other areas that experience entrenched disadvantage
— and such a focus is confirmed by research into neighbourhood effects on educational
outcomes. Communities with pockets of disadvantage may have different issues.

The following chapter outlines how parental engagement is prioritised at the Federal and
Victorian government levels, as well as how it is codified within the education system.



2. The policy context for parent engagement

The Grattan Institute, an independent Australian think tank, lists effective parent and
community engagement as one of five inputs which are necessary to turn a poorly-
performing school around (along with effective leadership, a learning community of
teachers, ability to measure effective learning, and creating a positive school culture)
(Jensen, B. & Sonnemann, J., 2014). This view is reflected in policy frames at the Federal
and State level that prioritise parental engagement as a viable strategy for improving
educational outcomes.

2.1 Federal Government policy

The current Federal Government’s stance on education, termed a ‘students first’
approach, has four key areas:

e teacher quality

e principal autonomy

e engaging parents in education®

e strengthening the curriculum (Pyne, C., 2014).

The concept of ‘engaging parents in education’ is expanded on the StudentsFirst
Department of Education web site, which says in part:

Parents are one of the most important influences on a child’s education. When
parents are engaged in their children’s education, they are more likely to attend
school, and to perform better. The Government wants to encourage parents to
support their children to get the most out of their schooling, from their first day
onwards...

While it's important to stay informed and involved in school activities, parental
engagement is mostly about what parents can do at home. This includes talking
about learning, helping kids to develop strong work habits, encouraging respect
for school and teachers, and providing consistent messages about how to
behave at school and at home.

When parents set high expectations, talk regularly about school and the value of
learning, and encourage positive attitudes to school, children perform better.
(DEECD, 2013)

This indicates a continuing commitment to and interest in effective parent engagement
strategies.

! Emphasis added.



The Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (MCETYA , 2008)
was ratified by all Australian Education Ministers, and includes two elegantly-stated goals,
followed by a statement that promotes shared responsibility for their achievement:

“Goal 1: Australian schooling promotes equity and excellence.
Goal 2: All young Australians become:

- Successful learners
- Confident and creative individuals
- Active and informed citizens.

Achieving these educational goals is the collective responsibility of
governments, school sectors and individual schools as well as parents and
carers, young Australians, families, other education and training providers,
business and the broader community.” (MCETYA , 2008, p. 7)

The Melbourne Declaration was followed by the Review of Funding for Schooling report
(DEEWR, 2011), commonly known as “the Gonski report” after the commission Chair. The
Report recognises the need for equity, encapsulated in the executive summary: “Australia
must aspire to have a schooling system that is among the best in the world for its quality
and equity, and must prioritise support for its lowest performing students. Every child
should have access to the best possible education, regardless of where they live, the
income of their family or the school they attend. Further, no student in Australia should
leave school without the basic skills and competencies needed to participate in the
workforce and lead successful and productive lives. The system as a whole must work to
meet the needs of all Australian children, now and in the future” (p. xiv).

The commission is clearly articulating the need for a superior school system — providing
quality education to all students while drawing upon the community as a resource.

2.2 Victorian Government policy

Towards Victoria as a Learning Community was a special lecture given by the then Victorian
Minister for Education, the Hon. Martin Dixon, MP, in November 2011. It outlined the
Government’s broad vision for education reform. Key principles in this vision are increased
school autonomy and strengthened partnerships between the school and the community
(Dixon, M., 2011).

These principles have been incorporated into the DEECD Framework, which includes the
Families as Partners in Learning initiative. The importance of this initiative is stated in part:

Research demonstrates that effective schools have high levels of
parental and community involvement. This involvement is strongly
related to improved student learning, attendance and behaviour.
Family involvement can have a major impact on student learning,
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regardless of the social or cultural background of the family... The
aim of the Family-School Partnerships Framework is to encourage
sustainable and effective partnerships between all members of the
school community, including teachers, families, and students...
Family involvement in schools is therefore central to high quality
education and is part of the core business of schools. (DEEWR, Year
unknown, p. 2)

The seven dimensions of family partnerships as identified by DEECD are:

Communicating: Engaging families and staff in regular, two-way
communication about children and young people’s learning needs.
Connecting learning at home: Involving families in their child’s
learning activities at home, including homework as well as other
learning activities that include the families’ culture, history and
language.

Building community and identity: Ensuring early childhood
services and schools practices, policies and programs reflect and
value the diversity of families in their community.

Recognising the role of the family: Recognising families as the
first and primary educators of their children. Acknowledging the
lasting influence families have on their children’s attitudes and
achievements.

Consultative decision-making: Facilitating family participation in
consultation and decision-making as participants in governance
and advocacy through parent associations, committees and other
forums.

Collaborating: Developing relationships with the not-for-profit
sector, community groups and business to assist families’ abilities
to improve learning and development outcomes for children and
young people.

Participating: Including families in early childhood service-based
or school-based learning activities (DEECD, 2013).

DEECD also recognises and enumerates many challenges to effective family

partnerships:

“Challenges that families may face include:

time constraints

transport difficulties

their own experiences of education
language and cultural differences
parent health and wellbeing

financial circumstances

confidence about their skills and abilities

11



Early childhood services and schools also face challenges. Such challenges might

include:

 time constraints

e complex working environments

» lack of knowledge on the research and importance of family partnerships

e limited understanding of the contribution families can make to children's
outcomes

« little understanding of how to effectively engage with parents and minimal
preparation for this role

e language and cultural differences” (DEECD, 2013).

At the time of this writing, the Victorian Government has welcomed input into a review on
homework. The Terms of Reference include, under the heading “evidence supporting the
value of homework” the subheading, “engagement of parents in student learning”
(Parliament of Victoria, 2014).

2.3 National Professional Standards for Teachers

The National Professional Standards for Teachers (Education Services Australia, as the
legal entity for the Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and
Youth Affairs (MCEECDYA), 2011) were adopted in 2011 following a lengthy collaborative
process spearheaded by MCEECDYA. These standards are intended to “define the work
of teachers and make explicit the elements of high-quality, effective teaching in 21%
century schools that will improve educational outcomes for students. The Standards do
this by providing a framework which makes clear the knowledge, practice and professional
engagement required across teachers’ careers.” (p. 2)

There are seven standards across the four domains of Professional Knowledge,
Professional Practice and Professional Engagement. The four categories of Graduate,
Proficient, Highly Accomplished, and Lead indicate expected change across time in the
level of mastery for each standard. Standard 7 is Engage professionally with
colleagues, parents/carers and the community. Focus area 7.3 specifically addresses
the area of parent/carer engagement (see Table 1).

It is clear that effective parent engagement is now considered a core skill for teachers.
The teacher’s role is expected to encompass as many dimensions that impact on a child’s
learning as is possible — including time the child spends outside of the classroom.
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Focus area Graduate Proficient Highly Accomplished Lead
7.3 Engage Understand Establish and Demonstrate Identify, initiate and
with the strategies for working maintain respectful  responsiveness in all build on
parents/carers effectively, collaborative communications with opportunities that

sensitively and
confidentially with
parents/ carers.

relationships with
parents/ carers
regarding their
children’s learning
and well-being.

parents/carers about
their children’s
learning and well-
being.

engage
parents/carers in
both the progress
of their children’s
learning and in the

educational
priorities.

Table 1: Standard 7, National Professional Standards for Teachers (2011)

In sum, there is a clear picture emerging that both Federal and State education policy
recognise the importance of parent engagement as a key dimension to improving long-
term educational outcomes for children and young people. The concept of “learning”
extends outside of the classroom to include the influences of family and the wider
community. However, identifying effective methods of engaging parents — and most
particularly parents of vulnerable children — is still a struggle for many educators. Finding
the right methods for effective engagement takes place within the context of the many
other teaching initiatives which are the core domain of teachers and schools. This may be
an area where social services organisations can provide significant, specialised support to
schools through piloting innovative methods.

The following chapter provides a theoretical framework for the research through an
exploration of the current evidence.

13



3. Current understanding of parent engagement

In this chapter, the evidence is presented for the benefits of parental engagement. This is
followed by an exploration of the current practices and research that informed the
structure of the Uplift pilot.

3.1 The benefits of parental engagement

There is extensive research exploring the role of parental engagement with their child’s
formal education, including parent’s interaction with the school community. The research
overwhelmingly supports the positive outcomes that are achieved through parent
engagement. This section summarises some of the main research findings of relevance to
this project.

Emerson et al (2012) recently conducted a comprehensive literature review which provides
a succinct list of the wide-ranging benefits of effective parental engagement:

‘International research has shown that parental engagement (of
various kinds) has a positive impact on many indicators of student
achievement, including:

e higher grades and test scores,

e enrolment in higher level programs and advanced classes,

e higher successful completion of classes,

e lower drop-out rates,

e higher graduation rates, and

e a greater likelihood of commencing postsecondary education.

Beyond educational achievement, parental engagement is associated
with various indicators of student development. These include:

e more regular school attendance,

e Dbetter social skills,

e improved behaviour,

e better adaptation to school,

e increased social capital,

e a greater sense of personal competence and efficacy for
learning.” (p. 8)

Researchers look at parental engagement in two distinctive streams: parental

engagement in the school community (that is, active participation in school life), and

parental engagement in their child/ren’s learning (that is, direct interaction with the child in

the home or community). It is the second stream that has the most direct impact on
14



academic achievement. However, it may be that for many parents it is through their active
engagement with the school community that they internalise the norms and positive
behaviours that result in effective engagement with their child/ren’s learning. This is
perhaps most reflective in the concept of ‘parental role construction,’ that is, how parents
view their role in assisting their child/ren to achieve positive academic and social
outcomes.

It is through socialisation processes that this viewpoint is normalised and operationalised.
Emerson et al put it well when they write,

Parental role construction is important not just because it affects
parents’ decisions about how and whether to become engaged, but
also because role construction is intimately linked to academic
achievement. Parental aspirations and expectations for their
children’s education have a strong relationship to academic
outcomes. In turn, a parent’s sense of efficacy and belief in their
ability to help their children is central to whether and how they
become involved with their children’s schooling. The Ilowest
likelihood of engagement occurs when parental role construction is
weak — that is, when parents do not believe they should be involved
in their child’s education and have at the same time a low sense of
efficacy. (Ibid., p. 11)

While these attitudes and behaviours are enacted one-on-one between a parent and their
child, it is a community issue. Community-held norms, beliefs, and values are more likely
to be internalised by parents (and children), and are more likely to predominate when
reinforced by the community. In addition, a community that holds high achievement and
positive social behaviour in esteem will surround the child with strong reinforcement of
these values even when the child is away from the parent or the school.

In sum, the evidence is clear that parent engagement is a critical input into improved
educational outcomes for children. It is also clear that how parents engage with their
child/ren’s learning is influenced by a wide range of factors. The following section
examines a frame for categorising these factors, allowing for greater ease to address them
effectively.
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3.2 Epstein’s Overlapping Spheres of Influence

Epstein’s (1987) Overlapping Spheres of Influence (Figure 1) is the theoretical frame used
in the construction and delivery of the Uplift workshops. This frame was adopted due to
its use by DEECD. It also provides a useful frame for categorising and addressing various
factors that influence parent engagement.

Epstein's Overlapping
Spheres of Influence

5CHOO;

e/

Figure 1: Epstein's Overlapping Spheres of Influence

Epstein’s model recognises that much learning takes place outside of the school. A child
is much more likely to meet or exceed developmental milestones when there is
congruence between the family, school and community learning environments, reflective
of best practice content and support.

The following section summarises some of the principal theoretical models used by
researchers to examine the complex interplay of parent and community influence on
children’s learning.

3.3 Theoretical models

The Uplift research project pulls on a broad range of theoretical models and prior research
in the realms of educational attainment and holistic well-being of children and young
people. Specifically, this project builds upon research into neighbourhood impacts,
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intergenerational closure, neighbourhood effect heterogeneity, contagion or peer-effects
theories, social capital and connection, and community capacity. A brief summary and
discussion of these concepts is included in this section.

Neighbourhood impacts

Significant research demonstrates the impact of neighbourhoods on a child’s educational
achievement and employment status as an adult. For example, Johnson (2008) reports
that high socio-economic status (SES) neighbours positively impact on children’s
educational outcomes (particularly for females and ‘white’ children). A Los Angeles study
conducted by Sastry & Pebley (2010) reports that children’s achievement scores were
mediated by the economic status of their neighbourhood and their mother’s reading
scores.

Fischer & Kmec (2004) found that high school graduation rates were moderated by
neighbourhood SES, which seems to mediate a family’s ability to translate resources into
educational achievement for their children. There are many possibilities for what specific
aspects of living in a low-SES neighbourhood contributes to reduced education rates;
these include higher stress levels and reduced health of parents, reduced access to
resources, and exposure to violence and crime (Fischer, M. J. & Kmec, J. A., 2004).

Within the Australian context, Tony Vinson’s foundational book Dropping off the Edge
(2007) demonstrates that geographical location is predictive of a host of outcomes,
including completing school. Confirming the link, the Participation and Equity Report
(CSHE, 2008) indicates that these inequalities continue up to the university level: “people
from low SES backgrounds are about one-third as likely as people from high SES
backgrounds to participate in higher education.... [and] comprise less than 10 per cent of
postgraduate students.” (Centre for the Study of Higher Education (CSHE), University of
Melbourne, 2008)

These findings corroborate the definition of social exclusion put forward by Saunders
(2007), to include disengagement, services exclusion, and economic ex