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Presenter
Presentation Notes
HIGH SCHOOL INDUCTION EVENING

PARENTS DUTIES

NOTE CAN BE READ BOTH WAYS
Not by accident that the perfect parents are white, middle class and female, but that’s for another day.

When my daughter started high school, I attended a parents’ induction evening. The headteacher proudly told us that we did not need to worry, as the school shared exactly the same values as us. Really? Did the school share my political values? Did it share my feminist values? Did it share my educational values? Furthermore, did the 200 parents in the room form some kind of homogenous mass that all shared the same values too? Was this school going to educate my child in the way I believed in? What happened if I didn’t agree with every value or indeed action? I was left somewhat perplexed. When he then said that the school saw us parents as valuable partners in our children’s education, I was interested to hear that this partnership entailed attending parents’ evenings, emailing form teachers with any problems, supporting our children’s homework, ensure the correct uniform and equipment was provided and of course signing the planner each Friday morning. Is this what parent engagement is about? 


INSTRUMENTALISATION
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Today I will explore how parent engagement has become increasingly instrumentalised, individualised and responsibilised.  Parent voices have been sidelined and relegated to the private rather than public sphere.  I will argue for a more democratic model of parental engagement which as Moutsios  (Moutsios, 2010) argues, demands that parents alongside teachers and learners don’t silently acquiesce to education policy but fundamentally debate, revise, recast and reform it. 


RESEARCH
PROJECT

Working with parents in a coastal
primary school,“Greenleaf”.

Participatory Action Research — a
Democratic intervention

Elements of discourse analysis


Presenter
Presentation Notes
I will be drawing upon my doctoral research with parents in coastal primary school, which used Participatory Action Research methodology alongside elements of discourse analysis. I made a democratic intervention at the school and worked with a small group of parents to hold a series of Community Philosophy meetings. In these meetings, we unpicked different notions of parent engagement held by parents, the school and the government. We explored possibilities of a more democratic model of parent engagement.  For the purposes of today I will call the school Greenleaf.
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Community Philosophy
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Presentation Notes
Community Philosophy draws on Matthew Lipman’s  (Lipman, 2011) Philosophy for Children that is now advocated and resourced by SAPERE (SAPERE, 2015). It is a model of group working that is deliberative and reflective, requiring participants to problematise an issue, build arguments around it, develop actions going forward and reflection on the work of the group. I will explore this further later.
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Back in the 60s, Plowden advocated that parents needed to be more involved in schools as research was pointing to this being positive for children’s academic outcomes. After the Tyndale affair, Ruskin argued for more parental participation in schools to provide more accountability for schools and to ensure that parents had their voices heard regarding school management. This led to a prolonged process of introducing parent governors (not achieved until over a decade later).  In the 80s Beattie argued for a fundamental rethink of parent participation in education as a democratic norm. However, as neoliberalism has taken hold and education has become increasingly marketized in the last two decades parent engagement and participation has become increasingly undemocratic. It has become about furthering the economic development of our children in and in turn society. There are three strands to this.



Lack of agency Lack of space Individualisation



LACK OF AGENCY
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Referring back to the slide about the perfect parents meeting.

One of my first visits to Greenleaf was to a parents induction meeting. There was much talk about parents being partners. Then the head proceeded to list all things parents needed to do as a partner – or to become a perfect parent. Later at one of the sessions a new parent referred to this list of good behaviours as a “Huge brick wall” to parents.

As Ramaekkers and Suissa (2011) argue, moral agency is also being removed from parents, in the penchant for ‘scientification’ of parenting. We are told that it is difficult and we need training in specific ways, even down to a detailed lesson on how to style the hair of our children. We no longer have the agency to parent without instruction. Parents have been responsibilised; required to make the moral economic choice rather than thinking and acting for themselves. 




COLONISATION OF VOICE
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Furthermore, the voice of parents has been equated with choice. Not only do we supposedly choose the school that our child is to go to, but if we don’t like something about the school, we are told that if we don’t like it is our choice and we can leave. This is reductive in terms of placing us as ‘choosing subjects as Angus (2015) describes but also in assuming we will agree with everything in the school. I might choose a school for a variety of reasons, but because I take issue with the uniform policy, I must choose to agree or to leave. 
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Indeed participants reported being told this or at least having this implied when questioning a particular policy in the school. 
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Not only has the role of parent governor been threatened in recent years, although it currently has a stay of execution thanks to the Justine Greening, but it has become removed from the democratic ideal laid out by Beattie, Sallis and others. As Stelmach argues school councils and similar structures such as governing bodies have done little to address effective partnerships and have “produced underwhelming results in terms of elevating parents beyond compliance orientation.” (Stelmach, 2016: 273). Parent governors, despite the rhetoric of challenge and ‘critical friends’ are not to be anything but rubber stampers and regime supporters.


LACK OF SPACE
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Strand 2 Lack of space – contained but also pushed out.
Over recent years, parental engagement has been touted as a panacea to the social ill of inequality. Appropriate parent engagement, it argued by Michael Wilshaw, (Baker et al., 2014; OFSTED, 2013; Sharples et al., 2011; Sodha and Margo, 2010; Vasagar, XXX 2011) Hattie, OFSTED, Alan Milburn and others, will do more to close the gap in attainment between the poorest children and their peers, than any initiative that might address structural inequalities. Thus, various parent engagement initiatives are to help inadequate parents become good parents. Back to the Perfect Parents slide earlier this notion of good parenting is remarkably like that of middleclass white parenting (Reay, Vincent, Gewirtz). 

 As Carol Vincent (Vincent, 2000) argues, concepts of middle class parenting which are very performative in nature,  have become so reified that there is not space to argue against them, not least for fear of being positioned as a bad parent. 
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One of the key issues that arose within the research project was the apparent need to maintain a harmonious consensus. A participant left after the first Community Philosophy meeting, concerned that we were being disloyal to the school, in critiquing some of the practises occurring. At first there was a desire amongst participants to be harmonious and to agree, but gradually as the project continued, disagreement and moreover dissensus was valued. 

There was a realisation that within the usual home-school relationship there is no space for dissent, no space for radically critiquing things. Despite our harmonious start, there became a valuing of our meetings to provide such a space. 
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There was a gradual realisation that at the beginning or the project tried to contain moaning, and anger. 

Mary Beard criticises terms such as moaning, whinging,  and whining as “they underpin an idiom that acts to remove the authority, the force, even the humour from what women have to say . . .effectively reposition[ing]women back into the domestic sphere.” (Beard, 2015: 814). Seen in this light, we had been trying to contain anger of predominantly women and actually there was a need for such anger and frustration to be expressed. In fact the new headteacher report a change in relationships with parents when they started to invite angry parents into school rather than keeping them out.

Parents were (to some extent) able to talk to the head and resolve some of the issues. This was an unpopular move with the office who saw this as extremely risky and had traditionally kept all angry parents away from the head.
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There was a further issue regarding space, that is still on going – physical barriers in the playground behind which parents must stay in the playground. This is because of longstanding ‘health and safety issues’ and it has been a hotly debated topic within meetings with the participants and the head. Parents report being kept out of the school space whilst simultaneously being hemmed in by the barriers.



INDIVIDUALISATION
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A hall mark of neoliberalism is individualisation whilst seeing the deterioration of notions of association and community. We are now seeing the same in education, especially parent engagement. Parent engagement has become about engaging in the economic development of one’s child. As I said earlier, I need to attend my child’s parent’s evenings, sign my child’s planner, ensure she does her homework. There is no expectation that I might have a voice regarding the wider education debate. Collective voice is reserved for safe things like fundraising.  



CLOSE THE GAP
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Furthermore if we look to the Closing the Gap narrative, individual parents are to blame for their child’s disadvantage rather than structural problems within an unequal society. 
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These three strands: lack of voice, lack of space and individualisation appear to be strangling parent engagement


RE-EXAMINING THE STRANDS

Lack of agency Lack of space Individualisation



Presenter
Presentation Notes
The project last 2 years, with a mixture of Community Philosophy meetings, some meetings with three ‘core participants’ for ‘co-reflexion’ on transcripts and the meeting, meetings with participants and the head and finally a meeting which formally closed the project and prepared for a new project to be launched in September by the participants.


DEMOCRATIC AGENCY
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The new project will build on the last two years with parents running meetings to discuss issues and support each other. The key point is this is parent led with members of staff and governors being invited by the parents. The parents have the agency and are able to set the agenda rather than simply responding to school initiatives.



SPACE
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Space to dissent. 

Physical space – not just an open door for parents to go in, but for staff to come out of. 

The importance of the playground.

But also meeting off site, and staff coming to those meetings. Different territories. (Mischief in playing with the headteachers space!)


RELATIONSHIPS
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Participants argued for more than just meeting and exploring issues but a need to support each other. They argued that it wasn’t down to individual parents to sort out problems. Sometimes people just needed support, to be heard. Other times advice or solidarity was needed.




RELATIONSHIPS

“They all know
“l do not know who | am”
her”

“l want to know
him”

“l did not know

that”
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Furthermore a constant theme was knowing. 

The school provided plenty of knowledge but there was little opportunity to get to know staff, or staff to get to know them, beyond being a ‘trouble maker’

Participants want opportunities on an everyday basis to get to know teachers. Efforts have been made for staff to come out into the playground and cross the barriers. Not perfect, a long way to go but recognised as key to parental engagement by the head and participants. 


DEMOCRATIC PARENT ENGAGEMENT

Democratic
Agency

Space

Relationships

Charlotte Haines Lyon
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Hopefully rather than a noose, it is a lifeline or guide rope.
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