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Abstract 

This article focuses on the role played by principals in enhancing parental involvement in 
primary schools. The schools involved in this research were characterised by a high presence 
of ethnic minority children and were located in a neighbourhood of low social and economic 
status in the Midlands region of the United Kingdom. Qualitative methods were employed in 
order to explore the influence of strong leadership on engagement of the parents. The study 
spanned a period of four years, giving an opportunity to examine sustainability of the 
activities introduced by the principals and staff. The findings reported are based on data 
collected from an Infant and Junior School involved in a number of extra-curricular and 
curriculum-enhancing projects. It argues that strong leadership fosters engagement of parents 
in school activities and thus academic achievement of pupils improved over time. The 
findings bring evidence that the role of the school principal is crucial in the introduction, 
implementation and sustainability of solutions focused on parental involvement, as well as 
bringing benefits to the social cohesion of the local community. 
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1. Introduction 

A strong relationship between schools and parents has long been considered beneficial to 
pupils, and especially important for improved social cohesion in schools and the wider 
community (e.g. Rosenberg & Lopez, 2011; Rosenberg, 2012). In addition, over the past 
twenty years, many studies in the United States and in Europe have explored this issue from 
different perspectives, addressing (amongst other issues) security (Adelman & Taylor, 2008), 
school outcomes (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997; Thurston, 2005), chronic absenteeism 
(Sheldon & Epstein, 2004), homework (Harris, Andrew-Power, & Goodall, 2009), and 
poverty (Ciuffatelli Parker, Grenville & Flessa, 2011). A variety of initiatives targeted at 
encouraging a close partnership between school, parents and the community have been 
observed which have included expanding afterschool academic programs, providing systems 
of ‘wrap-around’ care, conflict mediation and violence reduction, encouraging mentoring, and 
one-to-one support. 

Thorough exploration of the benefits related to the engagement of the parents in formal 
education has shown that “students whose families are engaged (…) are more likely to: 

(1) earn higher grades and test scores and enrol in higher-level programs; 

(2) be promoted, pass their classes, and earn credits; 

(3) attend school regularly; 

(4) have better social skills, show improved behaviour, and adapt well to school; 

(5) graduate and go on to post-secondary education (Henderson & Mapp, 2002, 7).  

Despite the strong evidence of benefits, the image of parental involvement in schools as a 
solution to all contemporary social challenges related to poverty, inequality, and high 
drop-out rates is not straightforward. More than ten years ago the new holistic role of schools 
was argued (Martin, Linfoot, & Stephenson, 1999). However with the pressure of an 
increasingly diverse society and a growing number of high-risk communities on the one hand, 
and the necessity to mobilize the human and material resources needed for academic success 
on the other (Sanders & Harvey, 2002), schools have been forced to look for new ways to 
successfully realize the new targets.  

The role of schools in a contemporary society has been dramatically modified throughout the 
last twenty or so years. One of the manifestations of the mobilization of the human resources 
took the shape of parental participation in formal education. Due to a growing number of 
research studies arguing the benefits of parental involvement in schools (Auerbach, 2009; 
Epstein & Salinas, 2004; Sheldon & Epstein, 2004; Martin et al., 1999), changes to education 
policy were made across the world that encouraged and supported schools in the fostering of 
parental involvement.  

This collaboration encouraged by the British government in the late 1990s was constrained 
by rigid boundaries which dictated, for example, the proportion of parents on school 
governing bodies, and their level of involvement parents should have in the decision making 
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process. Although seen as a positive way of addressing social inclusion and cohesion issues, 
the partnerships developed in local communities have been blamed for resulting in an 
inequality between parents who are of more affluent backgrounds and those who are less 
skilled in exercising their rights. So although the role of parents had been transformed it has 
been described as more representative than participative. It was later confirmed in research by 
Park (2008), and Warren, Hong, Rubin and Uy (2009) that this strategy of encouragement and 
support to become involved in school activity was somewhat restricted by the 
socio-economic status of the parents which, in turn, had a direct impact on the social capital 
they possessed. The participation of parents as supporters of the educational careers of their 
children was widely accepted as a solution to societal challenges. However, the strategies for 
the involvement and sustainability of this policy were less clear.  

It is argued by many that the key facilitator of increased parental engagement is the school 
principal and their leadership, and that it is through this role that successful solutions will be 
found (e.g. Bouffard & Stephen, 2007; Griffith, 2001; Ho, 2009). The next section examines 
the two main conceptual contributions to this debate, exploring the ways in which school 
leadership can act as the pivotal force in any change in social cohesion. 

The findings reported here were collected as part of a 4-year study commissioned by the 
European Union. The UK was one of fourteen European counties that participated in the 
project and the key aim of the research was to identify educational interventions that were 
being facilitated by school leaders and conducted within learning environments that were 
aimed at improving parental engagement and, in turn, the learning experience of pupils. 
Specific research questions related to this overall aim, and which will be addressed in this 
paper, were as follows: 

i) How do principals facilitate increased parental engagement in primary schools? 

ii) What are the ways in which opportunities for parental participation and engagement 
can be increased in the learning environment? 

iii) How can cultural diversity be celebrated within learning situations? 

Before presenting the findings in each of these areas, the key literature relating to leadership 
and parental engagement will be discussed. 

2. Conceptualizing Theories 

2.1 Leadership in Schools 

The critical role of school leadership in enhancing cooperation with parents is attributed to 
the positive activity of principals, and the nature of this overall process has been 
conceptualized in two basic ways. The first strand is related to the leadership described as 
‘instructional leadership’ (Bredeson, 1985) which requires a set of particular skills starting 
with: good understanding of the instructional programs so he/she is able to actively guide 
teachers in its implementation; through good judgement of the quality of teaching in order to 
select and maintain good teaching staff; and special capabilities for leadership—recruiting 
loyalty to the common task of teaching a specific group of children (for details see: Fink and 



International Research in Education 
ISSN 2327-5499 

2013, Vol. 1, No. 1 

http://ire.macrothink.org 132

Resnick, 2001, 5-6). While instructional leadership emphasizes the agency of the principal 
described as the “intellectual glue” of the system (Fink & Resnick, 2001, 8), the second 
strand puts even greater responsibility on the school leader.  

Fullan argues that the principal of the future should be a “leader in a culture of change” 
(2002,1). He explicitly states that “the principal as instructional leader has been a valuable, 
but too narrow a solution” (Fullan, 2002, 1). In order to increase, not only the success of 
schools in terms of high levels of pupil achievement, but also sustainability of solutions, the 
principal “has to be much more attuned to the big picture, and much more sophisticated at 
conceptual thinking, and transforming the organization through people and teams” (Fullan, 
2002, 3). To this end, principals’ behaviour was explored by Griffith (2000) in order to 
describe the particular leadership styles and their influence on fostering parental involvement 
and pupil achievement. He concluded that, regardless of the type of leadership (master 
teacher, administrative agent, gamesman/politician, school manager, maintenance manager or 
missionary), none could be guaranteed as successful, regardless of context. For example, in 
some aspects of school-parent relationship (e.g. attendance of Parent Teacher Association 
meetings), there was more success when the principal behaved like “school manager”, whilst 
other styles had little or no effect in that context. The most successful principals were seen to 
simply recognize that “improvement is more a function of learning to do the right thing in the 
setting where you work” (Fullan, 2002, 11). 

The common ground between both concepts is related to the belief that the success of the 
school as an institution goes beyond the principal alone. It is believed that “it is impossible 
for principals to meet all of the instructional needs of a school” therefore it is necessary to 
distribute the leadership “across people, routines, and tools” (Sherer, 2008, 2). The 
distribution of leadership requires a high level of involvement from staff and the parents, thus 
principals attempt to build a communication structure of direct encouragement (Sherer, 2008). 
Research reporting the views of parents on leadership and strategies for their involvement in 
school emphasizes three crucial points: (1) “the school community has to be seen to welcome 
parents into the school, (2) participation is seen as a valuable asset and resource, and (3) the 
school needs to connect with parents through a focus on the children and their learning” 
(Mapp, 2003, 55). The principal, teachers and other staff members need to communicate with 
parents in ways that “welcome them and demonstrate a sincere desire to include them in the 
life of the school” (Mapp, 2003, 56). Successful schools are also said to affirm parents’ 
efforts to be involved in their children’s education (Mapp, 2003), through encouragement and 
support by the principal (and others) to work on various decision-making committees and 
projects (ibid). Parents emphasized that “relationships with staff were reciprocal, with ideas 
and feedback shared in a way that gave parents’ contributions equal weight and importance” 
(Mapp, 2003, 57). Lastly, parents felt connected to the school through a central placement of 
the children’s education, which created an opportunity to focus on a goal that was meaningful 
and important to both parties (Mapp, 2003). 

Views on leadership have evolved from concepts focused on leadership traits (Burns, 1987) 
and behaviours (Hallinger & Hausman, 1993), through institutional theory (DiMaggio, 1988) 
towards distribution of leadership within the organization (Gronn, 2000; Spillane, Halverson, 
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& Diamond, 2004). As all individuals in schools have some degree of agency (Sherer, 2008), 
it is necessary to include staff and parents in any discussion on leadership. It is crucial for 
principals to share responsibilities, to allow teachers to take the lead in a variety of activities, 
and most of all to encourage teachers and other school staff to initiate and sustain 
relationships with parents. Despite the strong leadership influence, teachers need to have 
choices regarding their participation in distributed leadership and have opportunities to 
develop their ideas (Sherer, 2008). 

Many academics (e.g. Warren et al., 2009) argue that schools need to build the capacity of 
parental involvement by focusing on the development of relevant skills and knowledge, as 
well as a sense of power and self-efficacy. Warren and colleagues provide strong evidence 
that, in disadvantaged communities, empowerment of parents through courses and workshops 
provided by the school is especially important (Warren et al., 2009). Strong participation in 
school activities not only improves the academic achievements of the pupils, but also allows 
parents to meet, cooperate, feel empowered and develop transferable skills.  

2.2 Parental Involvement in Schools 

Further to reconciling two approaches to school leadership, the literature also brings together 
two important strands relating to parental involvement strategies. The first strand argues that 
formal involvement is crucial and gives the opportunity to parents for sharing responsibilities 
and a sense of achievement (Barth, 1990). It argues that formal participation in school 
councils should be strongly encouraged. However, research also shows (Davies, 1988; Park, 
2008) that formal encouragement targeted at parents is more effective in more affluent 
socio-economic groups, resulting in further inequality.  

In order to deal with this challenge, the second strand of literature argues that informal 
relationships between the school and parents is more effective and successfully supports the 
involvement of those from less affluent socio-economic groups. Denessen, Bakker and 
Gierveld (2007) argue that when formal encouragement is disproportionally large it brings 
with it negative effects and frustration from the school staff and non-participating parents, 
whereas when schools hold a more informal attitude towards parents “it seems to be easier to 
stimulate minority parents’ involvement” (Denessen et al., 2007, 30). However, when 
parental involvement in school is limited to the informal aspect it can be seen to result in a 
lack of communication and some parents feeling marginalised. Principals who combine both 
strategies - formal and informal involvement of parents - are more likely to be successful than 
those whose activities are too narrow.  

In summary, this paper argues that the advantages parental involvement should be deeply 
embedded in the general vision of the school and that this should be led by the principal of 
the school. Furthermore, principals who distribute the school leadership amongst staff and 
parents are more successful (Harris, 2007). The discussion here will demonstrate that, with 
strong leadership, schools can successfully engage positively with parents to improve 
teaching and learning opportunities and social inclusion, and that this can be achieved in a 
way that is sustainable. 
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3. The Study  

The main aim of the research was to identify educational interventions that were being 
facilitated by school leaders and conducted within learning environments that were aimed at 
improving parental engagement and, in turn, the learning experience of pupils. The findings 
reported here are based on data collected from an Infant and Junior School involved in a 
number of extra-curricular and curriculum-enhancing projects involving teachers, pupils, 
parents and the wider community.  

In order to select schools for participation in the project over a four-year period, a number of 
criteria, stipulated by the European consortium, were applied. Schools had to demonstrate, in 
advance of selection: 

(1) a contribution to academic success (as defined by children’s educational attainment) 
in relation to their specific social context. By this, it signified that students in the 
school selected obtained higher levels of educational attainment in comparison to 
students in schools located in similar socio-cultural and socio-economic contexts; 

(2) a number of social characteristics, including low socio-economic status and students 
with a minority background; and 

(3) a strong attempt to overcome inequalities through having strong links with 
community and a record of positive community involvement in the school. 

It is important to note that the criteria associated with achievement was not meant as a 
benchmark by which to evaluate or assess the initiatives, but purely as a demonstration of a 
positive trajectory of children’s learning. Furthermore, the selection criteria, adhered to by all 
participant countries, meant that, by definition, schools involved in the research were already 
able to demonstrate a positive approach to teaching and learning within challenging 
educational and social contexts. This, in turn, could also suggest a greater likelihood of 
positive responses to new initiatives and opportunities within the school by staff. 

3.1 The Schools 

Lakeside Avenue School [1] is divided into two separate school buildings: the Infant School 
(ages 4-7) which also houses a nursery school (taking children aged 3-4), and the Junior 
School (ages 7-11). They are both state maintained foundation schools and each school has its 
own head teacher. The number of students on roll in 2011 at the Infant/Nursery site was 284 
and at the Junior site, the number on roll was 311. At both sites, there are an above average 
number of students who have learning difficulties and/or disabilities, but who are without a 
statement of Special Educational Needs (SEN). As a consequence, the schools have 
established close working relationships with the local government support services. Although 
located in two separate buildings, there is a tight, community-driven relationship between the 
Lakeside Avenue Schools and teachers, and administration work closely together. For the 
purposes of this paper, we examine both schools together as one cohesive school system. 



International Research in Education 
ISSN 2327-5499 

2013, Vol. 1, No. 1 

http://ire.macrothink.org 135

3.2 Social and Economic Characteristics 

The Lakeside Avenue schools are very diverse, inner city schools in the Midlands region of 
the UK. The schools are located in the neighbourhood of ‘Callaton’ [see Note 1], with a 
population of just over 40,000 according to the 2001 census. Callaton is a socially and 
economically deprived neighbourhood, which has suffered for many years from long-term 
disadvantage. As a result of economic shifts away from manufacturing, the neighbourhood 
has experienced long-term unemployment and faced challenges of overcoming social 
disadvantage, poor housing, poverty, drug abuse, crime, health issues, learning difficulties 
and exclusion. According to the Office for National Statistics (2007), the deprivation indices 
for individual neighbourhoods, ranks Callaton as one of the most deprived areas of England. 
A total of 26% of pupils at Lakeside Avenue Junior School and 29% of those at Lakeside 
Infant School were eligible for free school meals which is higher than the national average 
(17%).  

The community of Callaton is a socially and ethnically diverse neighbourhood, with a 
majority of British-born residents of Pakistani, Indian and African-Caribbean origin and the 
school intake reflects that with a higher proportion of students from minority ethnic 
backgrounds than the national average. In 2010-2011, the percentage of students of ethnic 
minority backgrounds at the Infant School was 88%, and the percentage of Black and 
Minority Ethnic (BME) students at the Junior School was 82%. At both schools, the largest 
represented minority ethnic group is made up of students of Asian heritage. 

3.3 Educational Achievement 

The Lakeside Avenue schools are successful; the Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2 contextual 
value-added (CVA [2]) measure is 100.8, signifying that the school is performing better than 
similar schools across the UK. In the Infant School, data for Key Stage 1 shows that all pupils 
are performing significantly higher than expected and improving relative to schools 
nationally in English, mathematics and science. These data also show that minority ethnic 
students (particularly of Asian-Pakistani origin), students who are known to be eligible for 
free school meals, and students with Special Educational Needs (SEN) are all performing 
significantly higher than expected and improving, relative to schools nationally. For the 
Junior School, data show that children aged 7-11 are achieving scores in excess of the 
national average for English, maths and science. 

4. Methods and Sources of Data 

Data collection was oriented towards the understanding of how parental involvement in 
schools contributes to strengthen connections between education and diverse areas of society, 
and how this involvement is facilitated by school leadership. To address this issue, the project 
adopted a mixed methods approach that included both survey and case study strands. Data 
generation involved the collection (over four academic years) and preliminary analysis of 
principal, teacher, pupil and parental level data, as well as data collected from representatives 
from external organisations. This allowed the combination of context-specific factors over 
four rounds of fieldwork. The study sought to establish a multi-dimensional picture of social 
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and community cohesion by integrating a range of perspectives, observations and included a 
contextual perspective based on level of disadvantage of school intake.  

Having gained ethical approval, the school principals were provided with information on the 
ethical procedures of the project. Each participant in the study was provided with a written 
description of the project and, if they agreed to participate, was asked to sign a consent form.  

This paper draws on the analysis of data generated via semi-structured, face-to-face 
interviews which were carried out with representatives from community organisations, local 
government and practitioners [3]. Qualitative methods were particularly useful in order to 
generate in-depth, descriptive and communicative accounts, allowing for a perspective of 
“the nuances of increasing complexity” of the elements of the case study (Stake, 1995, p. 21). 
The design of the case study followed a semi-structured format for interviews with members 
of staff, pupils and parents. Although there was an established pattern of questions for each 
interview to follow, the questions were largely open-ended and reflective. At the end of each 
interview, participants were also asked if they would like to share additional information and 
perspectives that they thought and found were relevant at any point during the interview. In 
this way, the interviews allowed for the participant to expand on multiple issues pertinent to 
the case study. For all interviews, participants were selected according to a maximum 
validation sampling strategy, which allowed for the widest variety of individuals to be 
represented in the project, by gender, ethnicity, and religion, and in the case of pupils, age and 
ability. 

In addition to interviews, daily life stories were conducted which allowed the researcher and 
the participants to engage in a dialogue regarding their perceptions of parental engagement. 
All daily life stories were conducted at both schools, during school hours. Table 1 
summarizes the types of data that were collected and the participant groups involved. 

Table 1. Qualitative data sources 

Qualitative Data Spaces and Participants 

 

Interviews 

 

Representatives of community organizations 

Representatives of local government 

Professionals in school staff 

Daily life stories 
Family members of students 

Students attending school 

Focus group 
6-10 professionals: teachers, advisors, social educators and other 
professionals 

Collected school 
documents 

Mission statements, Ofsted reports, Headteacher reports to Governors, 
School profile, Catchment Area analysis, Free School Meals analysis, 
School improvement plan, school prospectus, new revised version of 
Home School Agreement 
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The data generated through the above qualitative sources were first transcribed verbatim. To 
maintain anonymity and confidentiality of participants, all identifying characteristics were 
removed and names were removed and/or replaced by pseudonyms. The team developed a 
Code of Conduct, which adhered to ethical guidelines developed by the British Educational 
Research Association. This covered issues such as participation, consent, confidentiality, 
anonymity, and the right to withdraw from the study. Having gained ethical approval, the 
head teachers were provided with information on the ethical procedures of the project. Each 
participant in the study was provided with a written description of the project and, if they 
agreed to participate, was asked to sign a consent form. All interviews were audio-recorded. 

5. Findings 

5.1 How Do Principals’ Facilitate Increased Parental Engagement in Primary Schools? 

In discussing the findings of this study it is important to firstly consider the nature and 
characteristics of the principals themselves. Both of these individuals were considered strong 
leaders by staff members in their schools and by the local community. They had both been in 
post as school principals for a number of years and had previous experience of this role in 
other schools. Central to their identity as principals was a strong commitment to improving 
these schools, the learning experiences of the pupils, and the development of an holistic 
approach to social inclusion and cohesion.  

I knew something had to be done or I wasn’t sure what would happen to these 
children further down the line (Junior School Principal) 

Facing a highly disadvantaged population and high level of ethnic and cultural diversity of 
pupils enrolled, it was clear that parental involvement was crucial to the schools’ 
improvement.  

It was clear that they had so much to give and that it was just a matter of getting 
them involved – of course, that came with problems because many of them had 
had bad experiences of school themselves or just didn’t know how to behave in a 
school environment (Infant School Principal) 

Both principals have worked together and began by focusing on a clear vision for the schools, 
looking for the best practices in similar settings. They were committed to a common vision 
across both settings and involving members of staff in this development. 

It was vital that the staff were on board with it or else it wouldn’t have worked. 
Most were but there some that didn’t like the changes and they are no longer here 
(Junior School Principal). 

In support of their aims, the two principals favoured a two-way communication with staff to 
gather all ideas and to support the implementation of changes. Inclusion of the teachers’ and 
parents’ ideas was seen as a sign of distribution of the leadership, which gained favour from 
teachers.  

We were really included and that made us want to buy into it. They were quite 
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major changes so it would have been difficult for anyone who didn’t support them. 
Most members of staff were optimistic of what was happening which I think was 
quite surprising in a way. I mean, we’re always getting things thrown at us by the 
Government and have to react to things really quickly, but this was different. 
Involving parents and families should have made things harder but it didn’t. It 
made things a lot more fun (Teacher). 

The school leaders demonstrated openness and positive attitudes towards parents which 
started to result in higher involvement of parents across all ethnic and cultural backgrounds.  

This rapid success, however, did not come easily. Both principals were faced with serious 
problems related to high absenteeism of pupils who persistently travelled overseas during the 
school year to visit relatives which often resulted in long periods of no schooling.  

We did encounter problems and still do but now we have really positive 
relationships with parents and they know we value their involvement in a range of 
school activities so we have created an environment where we can have open and 
honest discussions about these things. Most things can be resolved (Junior School 
Principal). 

I can talk to the school about things now because I feel far more confident going 
in there. I love helping out and it makes me feel really good that I have something 
to share with so many of the children (Parent). 

Through clear communication with parents, and series of workshops focused on parental 
skills, they were successful in lowering the number of families that took holidays during term 
time, thereby increasing the level of attendance. Clearly communicated expectations and a 
focus on pupil achievement in conversations with parents resulted in positive responses to 
issues where there had previously been problems.  

The skills of communication, diplomacy, and interaction alongside creative, forward-looking 
ideas were shown to be successful in terms of the development of relationships with parents 
and their subsequent increased involvement with school activities. However, key to this 
process were the initiatives taken forward by the principals in order to engage parents within 
the learning environment and celebrate the cultural diversity within the local community.  

5.2 What Are the Ways in Which Opportunities for Parental Participation and Engagement 
Can Be Increased in the Learning Environment?  

There follows a presentation of key findings which demonstrates the breadth of activities 
facilitated by the principals of these two schools and which were targeted at increasing 
parental engagement with the school in order to improve pupils’ learning experiences.  

5.2.1 Family Literacy Sessions 

In the Infant/Nursery school, parents were encouraged to bring their child into the school and 
accompany them into their classroom. Once a week this was followed by a literacy sessions 
where parents or family members were invited to stay and read a book with their child or a 



International Research in Education 
ISSN 2327-5499 

2013, Vol. 1, No. 1 

http://ire.macrothink.org 139

group of children. This activity was extended on occasion to include participation in 
particular activities to coincide with cultural festivals or religious holidays: 

...learning activities where you bring your mum to school or you bring your dad 
to school…as part of the raising aspirations and you know the spiritual, moral, 
social, cultural aspects of learning (Staff member). 

Interview data collected from pupils indicated that the support of family and community 
members helped to improve their academic progress. All pupils interviewed stated that they 
would like their own parents to participate more in school because they felt it would help 
improve their learning. With the participation of family and community members in 
classrooms and learning activities, children were provided with greater one-to-one support, 
which helped their academic achievement. One parent stated: 

Some children need a little bit more attention than others and it’s nice for them to 
be able to go to somebody else other than the teacher…they seem to like people 
coming in helping” (Parent). 

An example of this was evident in data collected from two community volunteers who 
worked one-to-one with several children throughout the course of a year. Their main remit in 
school was to work individually with particularly children who were facing challenges in 
their literacy work. Many are “not fluent readers” (Community volunteer). One of the 
volunteers stated that the purpose of her work as a volunteer was: 

to build up relationships with children, just one child at a time…We can read to 
them because sometimes the children don’t always have reading at home or the 
parents have got a different language, we get them to read as well, but we don’t 
put any pressure on them, the idea is to make reading seem fun. So we play 
games as well. (Community volunteer) 

The sessions were oriented towards reading a range of books, discussing vocabulary and 
playing games “to motivate them…it’s very important to make sure the child is not bored” 
(Staff member). One of the central aims was to improve children’s enjoyment of reading and 
literacy activities, and through that enjoyment, improve their literacy skills. This form of 
community participation was seen to have a positive impact on children’s achievement. For 
example, one of the volunteers reflected,  

...one girl that I have at the moment…when we started off…she could hardly read, 
and…[now with the same books] I found she could read it. So I do find there’s a 
definite difference” (Community volunteer). 

This pupil’s interest in reading and self-confidence improved to the point of being motivated 
and enthusiastic about reading at the end of the school year. Through individual sessions, 
volunteers from the community raised awareness about reading in children and improved 
their overall self-esteem and self-confidence. Children also received one-to-one attention and 
received praise from teachers in the school. As one volunteer stated: 

One of the things that helps, because the teachers are so positive about it, the 
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children take things back [to] show them to the teacher [and] she praises [the 
children]…it’s the actual partnership that is very important (Community 
volunteer). 

The success of this particular initiative was evidenced by the partnership that developed 
between the parents, family members and the school. This partnership strengthened over the 
course of the project and beyond. Parents who had not known how to participate in their 
child’s learning were able to do so in a way that was fun and educational. 

5.2.2 Creative Partnerships 

The schools also have on-going links with the Creative Partnership programme [4], a 
Government project based on the idea that to raise the academic achievement and motivation 
of young people, there needs to be support and assistance given to schools to partner with: 

…creative professionals – from architects to scientists to multimedia developers 
and artists…to use creativity to solve problems and see real improvements in 
pupil behaviour and school performance (Creative Partnership). 

There have been a number of improvements for children, parents, teachers, the school and the 
wider community as a result of activities included in the Creative Partnership programme. An 
example of one of these is the Gardening Club at the Infant/Nursery School. The idea for the 
Gardening Club originated from a community volunteer at the school who had heard of the 
work that Creative Partnerships did and what it could achieve if supported. 

The Creative Partnership programme at Lakewood Avenue Infant/Nursery School has shown 
benefits for children at an early stage:  

...in terms of communication, language, is fantastic and certain children 
who…find a certain kind of, an academic approach you know will come out of 
themselves and you’ll see quite a different side to certain children…a lot of them 
are just passionate about doing it (Community volunteer).  

The collaborating teacher stated: 

it was interesting as a teacher, and as a Creative Partner, to see the children with 
their parents and how they interact and you know, you see another side to the 
child…things start to click…in terms of getting to know your child 
better…seeing their parents and understanding more about their background is 
really, really valuable. (Staff member). 

The Gardening Club sessions were held once a week and have become an important tool in 
the school’s aim of enhancing parental involvement in school activities and creating 
opportunities for parents and children to work together. As the organizer stated,  

...the project isn’t just about gardening really, it’s very much about giving parents 
and children the opportunity to do something together, you know to have that 
quality time” (Community volunteer).  
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The work of the Creative Partnerships programme is not unique to the Lakewood Avenue 
schools. However, the way in which the initiative was embraced and extended in order to 
facilitate parental engagement in children’s learning was a strength of the school curriculum. 
The opportunity this programme offered for learning ‘beyond the classroom’ meant that 
parents who were not familiar or comfortable with traditional learning environments could 
participate for the first time, often as the ‘expert’ delivering the session, in alternative outdoor 
or creative lessons.  

5.2.3 Peers Early Education Partnership sessions (PEEPs) 

The Peers Early Education Partnerships sessions (PEEPs) were two hour sessions run twice a 
week for parents and their young children. Although situated in the hall of the Infant school, 
it was widely used by parents with children in both the Infant and Junior Schools. The session 
allowed them to remain in the school environment and use the soft play and apparatus with 
babies and pre-school children. For parents, the PEEP sessions have allowed for 
community-building and friendships to form: 

We have parents that go out for dinner and meet up because they’ve met in 
PEEPS (Organisational rep).  

The senior management team of the Infant and Junior Schools support this notion: 

…schools these days aren’t just about education, they are very much to do with 
social care. The in-school coordinator coordinates all the support for families that 
the school can access for them and that includes helping them to participate in 
social activities where possible (Staff member). 

School staff noted that literacy skills were more developed among children who had 
participated in PEEP sessions. As one teacher stated: “the children who participate in the 
PEEP sessions had more developed language and literacy skills, and moreover, the transition 
into the nursery can be for the children and parents if they participated in PEEPS ‘Stay and 
Play’ (Community volunteer).  

As with the family and community education courses, activities such as the PEEP sessions 
have an impact upon parent’s perceptions of the school: “seeing the school as a place to be 
rather than just a place where their children go and learn” (Staff member). Parents reported 
that, through engaging with the school in a variety of ways, they gained a better 
understanding of the importance of education and a clearer understanding of how education 
can empower their child (Parent). 

Parents who participated in learning activities at the school reported that they often gained a 
sense of enjoyment and fulfilment themselves, as well as a connection to the school 
community. Through attending school trips, reading with children during literacy sessions 
and attending swimming lessons, one mother stated that she “enjoyed it as much as the 
children” and felt connected to the community (Parent).  
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5.3 How Can Cultural Diversity Be Celebrated within Learning Situations? 

In another initiative to involve family members in the school, parents were invited to instruct 
and lead activities. At the Junior School,  

parents of years 5 and 6 have been encouraged to come in and speak to the classes, 
so we’ve had, there were things like stick dancing, it’s bringing in other cultures 
and people talking about countries, because obviously there’s quite a high migrant 
population…they have encouraged those…more of an ad hoc basis…it normally 
ties in with something that they’re learning at the time…it could be more 
geographical, it could be cultural, it could be music related. (School governor). 

Given the diversity of the student population and the high percentage of students from 
minority ethnic backgrounds, the school incorporated religious and cultural festivities and 
celebrations into the curriculum throughout the year and invited parents and other family 
members from a number of religious communities to contribute to these. One participant 
stated, “every religious festival is at least acknowledged if not celebrated at the school” 
which leads to a greater understanding of the times of year when students might be more 
likely to be absent or an understanding of the needs of individual students who are fasting 
(Staff member). There was also a Christmas Fair that was organized and coordinated by 
parents, which often included strong family and community participation.  

Participants discussed family and community participation in school as a way of furthering 
community cohesion. Lakewood Avenue schools were multicultural environments, which 
resulted in the positive participation of family and community members from different ethnic 
backgrounds in classrooms and learning spaces which, in turn, aided cohesion within the 
local community. For example, one parent stated that learning activities focused on the 
cultural, ethnic, religious or national backgrounds of families of children “brought everybody 
together” (Parent). A member of the school staff stated: 

We have a really good mix of people…you could tell that there was a really good 
buzz, there was a really good feeling that people were all mixing together and 
joining in and appreciating other people’s cultures…you did get a feeling that 
people were happy, enjoying each other’s company and talking to one another 
which they wouldn’t do in their own everyday lives, they probably wouldn’t 
actually come into contact with each other, because they go to different places of 
worship, they probably go to different shops for their food. And if schools don’t, 
can’t have on offer multicultural events where people are being drawn together 
and mixing there aren’t really that many other outlets where it’s not completely 
forced you know, it’s something because their kids go there. (Staff member). 

In this way, the school becomes “a hub of the community” (Staff member). A variety of the 
initiatives undertaken by the school have resulted in improvements in academic achievements 
of the pupils and social cohesion. Through participation in education of their children parents 
and volunteers have been gathered around the school which started to play important role in a 
local community. School is considered a neutral place, bringing parents and their children, of 
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all ethnic backgrounds, together. 

6. Discussion 

Findings from these case studies highlight the importance of the school principal in 
facilitating opportunities for increased parental engagement. The case study data show that, 
as part of establishing a culture in schools that encourages parental involvement, it is 
important that the leadership vision for the school is clearly communicated, and responsive to 
the school and community context. Furthermore, this vision needs to be positive and 
optimistic in tone if members of staff are to feel that they have the opportunity to innovate 
and be part of a team that can achieve the goal of continuing to foster improved parental 
involvement. Mapp (2003) reports that: “when school personnel initiate and engage in 
practices that welcome parents to the school, honour their contributions, and connect them to 
the school community through an emphasis on the children, these practices then cultivate and 
sustain respectful, caring, and meaningful relationships between parents and school staff” 
(Mapp, 2003, 36). 

Although the project described above was successfully implemented and sustained, this is not 
the general tendency in UK schools. As mentioned in the introduction of this paper parental 
involvement in educational policy has been mainly focused on formal participation in school 
committees rather than actual support of the learning process and overall development of 
pupils. The leading role of principals described in this text is not always apparent. It is true, 
especially in the European context where funding targeted at social cohesion and education 
comes from the European Union, that many of the initiatives can only be sustained whilst the 
funding is available, after which a substantial part of this innovative work is terminated 
together with expiration of the funding. In the case studies reported contribution of both 
principals went beyond the initial funding. They were committed to the continuation of 
parental involvement and they made substantial sacrifice in order to provide school with the 
necessary resources.  

Although the two principals did not act alone in leading the case study schools, it is important 
to note that findings indicate that the role of the principal is pivotal in ensuring schools’ 
success in encouraging parental involvement. These principals did not simply respond to 
what was happening in the external and internal contexts. Rather, they seemed to have the 
ability to look to the future so that their vision for change was one that amply prepared the 
school to respond to future challenges or opportunities. In effect, they (re)positioned the 
school.  

Findings show that, because principals’ strategic vision in this area was both clearly 
communicated and responsive to the many different dimensions of school context, members 
of staff were more likely to put trust in them and participate positively in the direction of 
school change. Thus, although the strategic vision was the main driving force behind change 
within these schools, staff did not feel that this was imposed upon them, but that it was a 
vision that included them and that took the school in a positive direction which result in a 
collective sense of success. This was a visible result of distribution of leadership. Both 
principals invested their time in meetings and discussions with their staff at every stage of the 



International Research in Education 
ISSN 2327-5499 

2013, Vol. 1, No. 1 

http://ire.macrothink.org 144

implementation process. They were charismatic enough to inspire teachers and encourage 
them to create tailor-made solutions. 

The role of the principal was crucial in fostering this culture of change, and was the key 
drivers in facilitating parental involvement in school activities. In particular, it seems that the 
ways they responded constructively to local or national policy initiatives helped to foster a 
climate where staff viewed participation in these changes more positively. In this way, 
changes in the school to involve parents were not seen as impositions, but as opportunities for 
the school to examine and improve its current practices. Teachers and principals familiarized 
with particular needs of parents from ethnic minority groups, especially those from a low 
socio-economic background, and low social background parents were able to respond to these 
needs constructively. They treated parents not only as partners engaged in the education of 
their children but also as community members and parents who should be provided with 
certain skills in order to empower them. This is one of the reasons of the success of this 
project. Often official policies neglect the actual skills of parents and, in turn, many of the 
initiatives result in a perceived increase in the existing gap between less and more affluent 
parents.  

The school was successful regarding the sustainability of the projects. As the initiatives 
focused on pupils’ achievements and parental involvement have been developed for five 
years the school proved to be successful in funding its activities through variety of the 
schemes. Funding schemes at the local and regional levels have been frequently modified 
posing a considerable challenge upon the administration. Nonetheless, continuity of the 
strong ties with the local community and improved parental involvement resulted in positive 
image of the school in the local setting. This research argues that parents have seen the 
benefits related to their involvement in school and, as the engagement of the principals and 
school staff has been developed, people volunteered to be involved in the school activities 
regardless of funding. Some of the initiatives, e.g. courses, run in school are heavily 
dependent on external funding and school cannot provide these services basing on volunteers 
only. Therefore, over the years the school leaders have worked out creative ways to use their 
budgets so that they can continue to fund activities until another funding opportunity comes 
along. They also have appointed person who works with both schools and who looks at 
funding opportunities for them. Yet, externally funded activities have been running for a few 
years which have made them more cost-effective. 

7. Limitations of the Study 

It is important to acknowledge the limitations of this study in order to appreciate fully the 
context within which it was conducted. A major limitation to any collaborative study in which 
a number of different educational environments are involved is the need for consistency 
across all settings. In this case, the school selection criteria, although applicable to the UK 
context, did not closely relate to the on-going work in schools related to parental engagement. 
In addition, UK schools are complex environments, and the restriction of 1-2 case study 
schools did not give enough flexibility to explore some of the emerging issues regarding the 
importance of strong, focused leadership on the increasing parental participation and 
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engagement to their full extent.  

8. Conclusion 

This study aimed to examine ways in which strong leaders contribute to the social cohesion 
in a highly disadvantaged area through increased parental involvement. Findings 
demonstrated that initiatives facilitated and supported by the school principals were 
successful in improving this aspect of school-community relationships and also, indirectly, in 
improving pupils’ academic achievements. The community of parents, volunteers and 
professionals involved in the schools is considered one of the most important results of the 
principals’ actions.  

Following the example of the Harvard Family Research Project (hereafter HFRP), a world’s 
leading institution which promotes parental involvement in schools, the conclusions from this 
project should bring attention to three crucial points. Firstly, parental involvement in schools 
should be a high priority and be explicitly acknowledged on university initial teacher training 
provision. Future teachers should be instructed on the importance of this issue. Secondly, 
rather than a series of disconnected projects focused on parental involvement, this important 
factor of school life should be embedded in educational policy, advocating an integrated 
approach to family engagement in schools. . 

Finally, initiatives like those reported here which are undertaken by school principals and 
focus on increased parental involvement, should begin by informally assessing the existing 
skills and knowledge possessed by the parents. Embracing parents in learning process of their 
children calls for innovative solutions but only holistic vision and strong leadership is able to 
meet the current challenges in schools. 
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Notes 

1. Pseudonyms are used in this article to protect anonymity of respondents and institutions. 

2. The school’s Contextual Value Added (CVA) is a statistical means of assessment of how 
effective a school is, by measuring pupils’ progress using their test and examination 
results. The most recent Annual Performance Review report for the Junior School shows a 
CVA score of over 101, signifying that the school is in the top 5% of all similar schools 
across England. Using CVA criteria, the most recent SATs results showed major gains in 
Level 4+ attainment across English, Mathematics and Science content areas. 

3. Findings from the questionnaire survey data are reported in Kington, Holford, Engel and 
Restorick (2010). 

4. For more information on Creative Partnerships in England, see 
http://www.creative-partnerships.com/ 
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