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The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) is clear about the role of parents and the importance of settings working in partnership with parents. 

The introduction to the EYFS Statutory Framework (SF) affirms that the EYFS seeks to provide ‘partnership working between practitioners and with parents and or carers’, and in Section 1 asserts the need for providers to work in partnership with parents to promote the learning and development of all children’ (SF 1.1).

Parents are the first teachers and role models for their children, and therefore have a strong influence on their learning. Effective warm authoritative parenting gives children confidence, a sense of well-being and self-worth.  It also stimulates brain development and the capacity to learn.  (Utting, D)  (2009 Families in the Foundation Years Department for Education and Department of Health)

The Early Years Foundation Stage Profile states ‘accurate assessment takes account of contributions from a range of perspectives including the children, their parents and other relevant adults’. Reviews of the child’s achievements should include those demonstrated at home as assessment without the parent’s contribution provides an incomplete picture of a child’s learning and development.  (EYFS Profile Handbook, page 12)

In the last three decades, several strands of research have produced compelling evidence justifying a focus on the family with a particular emphasis on early years in order to improve outcomes for children.  Such research findings include:

Early intervention is vital. The earlier parents become involved in their children’s learning, the more profound the results and the longer-lasting the effects.  For example, in ‘Early Intervention: The Next Steps’ (2011) Graham Allen made a compelling case for investing in policies and programmes which promote early intervention, particularly in the Foundation years.  Mr Allen argues that:

‘Building their essential social and emotional capabilities means that children are less likely to adopt antisocial or violent behaviour through life.  It means that fewer disruptive toddlers, fewer unmanageable school children, fewer young people engaging in crime and anti-social behaviour.  Early intervention can forestall the physical and mental health problems that commonly perpetuate a cycle of disfunction’.

We also know that:

· Children learn long before they enter formal education.  

· Parents are a child’s first educator. 

· A child’s family and home environment has a strong impact on his/her language and literacy development and educational achievement. 

· This impact is stronger during the child’s early years but continues throughout their school years. 

Many background variables affect the impact of the family and home environment (such as socio-economic status, level of parental education, family size, etc.) but parental attitudes and behaviour, especially parents’ involvement in home learning activities, can be crucial to children’s achievement and can overcome the influences of other factors.  Therefore, any policy focused on improving outcomes for children cannot be limited to settings, where children spend only a small proportion of their time. On the contrary, it needs to embrace the family as a whole and include parents as partners in their children’s education from the very beginning of their children’s lives. It should aim to raise parents’ awareness of the difference they can make and set up systems that offer constant encouragement and support according to individual requirements and needs.

National Literacy Trust (A research review:  the importance of families and the home environment,
Angelica Bonci) (2008, revised 2010 and March 2011)

The significance of parental involvement in their child’s earliest years

‘Mothers and fathers are their children’s first and most important educators.  From the moment of birth, the relationship between parents, between parents and their child, and the activities that they do together affect later development, giving children the trust, attitude and skills which help them to learn and engage positively in the world.  What happens in this home environment has more influence on future achievement that innate ability, material circumstances or the quality of pre-school and school provision.  When fathers and mothers talk, play, read, paint, investigate numbers and shapes or sing with their children it has a positive effect on children’s later development.  Mothers’ and fathers’ involvement in reading is the most important determinant of their child’s early language and literacy skills’.  

(National Literacy Trust – 2011 Supporting Families in the Foundation Years Department for Education, Department of Health).

‘We have found overwhelming evidence that children’s life chances are most heavily predicated on their development in the first five years of life.  It is family background, parental education, good parenting and the opportunities for learning and development in those crucial years that together matter more to children than money, in determining whether their potential is realised in adult life.

Field F (December 2010) The Foundation Years: preventing poor children from becoming poor adults.  The report of the Independent Review on Poverty and Life Chances.

Effective parental involvement

The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) study found that what parents and carers do with their young children makes a real difference to the children’s development and is more important than who parents are (i.e. than their socio-economic status or educational level). There are a range of activities that parents undertake with pre-school children which have a positive effect on their development in that they engage and stretch the child’s mind. For example, reading with the child, teaching songs and nursery rhymes, painting and drawing, playing with letters and numbers, visiting the library, teaching the alphabet and numbers, taking children on visits and creating regular opportunities for them to play with their friends at home, were all associated with higher intellectual and social/behavioural scores. These activities could also be viewed as ‘protective’ factors in reducing the incidence of special educational needs because children whose parents engaged regularly in home learning activities were less likely to be at risk for special educational needs (Sylva et al., 2004).

What makes successful partnership working?

Key to successful working in partnership with parents, is to ensure that any programme of work is developed and tailored to meet the individual needs and circumstances of the children, parents and families engaged in the programme.  However, the following identified factors below helped ensure the consistent and ongoing success of partnership working within projects in Lambeth and Brighton and Hove.

· Within a whole school focus on partnership working, specific children and their families were identified by practitioners for support in order to ensure that participation in the project had maximum impact.

· Funds were allocated to support their work in line with their agreed action plan (which formed part of the whole school Development Plan).

· When working with parents, practitioners must also consider ‘what’s in it for the parents’ as well as what’s in it for the school in their approach.

· Clear and detailed action planning with targets set, individuals named and budgets allocated are vital to ensure that best laid plans don’t drift.  The best intervention programmes are always ‘live’ across a school, monitored and challenged as the projects evolve.

· Effective leadership and management of the project is the key to success.  Where projects are successful the headteacher truly believes in partnership with parents and the community and is a key driver of the project.

· Where there is an inspiring and enthusiastic lead practitioner to take forward the project on a day to day basis, the project is a success and practice is more likely to be embedded in the ongoing practice of the school. 

· Where there are effective partnerships are established and a peer mentoring approach adopted, the improvements are sustained and built upon.

· Working with parents is successful where there is commitment from the whole school.  All practitioners are excited by the work with parents and it is seen as integral to the work of the school.  

· Projects are successful where the school routines and approaches respond to the children and the families and are not just convenient for the staff.  Where this happens the families join in and feel valued.

· Where the projects are integral to the curriculum and the planning is shared with the parents, the children’s learning and progress improves.

· Visits are integral to family learning.  They offer the opportunity to build relationships, introduce families to outdoor learning, build children’s and adult’s confidence in their own community and most of all bring and fun and enjoyment into learning.

· Food is always a key component to success!

· Building on existing projects and utilising different funding streams enabled project work to start quickly using the infrastructure already in place.

· A different start and end to the school day in reception classes where parents have been encouraged into the classroom has enabled them to be involved in their children’s learning.

· Projects are successful when programme times accommodate the daily patterns of the parents and families of the community.  

· Where schools have done things differently and have taken risks the project has inspired staff teams.  These schools have not kept doing the same things with parents if they haven’t worked the first time!  
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