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Executive Summary


In February and March this year, the Department for Education and Skills held four parents’ consultation events – a national event in London; and local events in Lewisham, Hereford and Manchester. In total, 145 parents were involved in these qualitative consultations.

The purpose of the consultations was to: 

· provide a chance for parents from a range of backgrounds and geographical areas to tell government officials what they thought about plans in the Schools White Paper for involving parents; 

· share ideas about how parents want schools, councils and the government to communicate with them about education issues; and 

· learn how the Department can more effectively communicate with and involve parents in the development of policies and ideas.

The first part of this report deals with the feedback from the consultation events on the key issues consulted on, particularly choosing schools, helping children progress, what to do when things go wrong, and getting involved in schools.  The participants supported the ideas of parents’ councils and parent champions.  They had a wide range of proposals about how to make communication between schools and parents more systematic and effective.   They were sceptical about how far choice would improve the system, and said that their key criteria in choosing a school were behaviour, discipline, and the reputation of the school.

The second part of the report makes proposals for how the department can involve parents systematically in quantitative discussions about policy proposals.  The benefits to the department would be 
· better policy development and implementation, informed by the views of those affected by it

· more department staff having a direct experience of working with customers

· an improved departmental reputation among local authorities and parents.
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Introduction

In February and March this year, the Department for Education and Skills held four parents’ consultation events – a national event in London; and local events in Lewisham, Hereford and Manchester. The purpose of these consultations was to: 
· provide a chance for parents from a range of backgrounds and geographical areas to tell government officials what they thought about plans in the Schools White Paper for involving parents; 
· share ideas about how parents want schools, councils and the government to communicate with them about education issues; and 
· learn how the Department can more effectively communicate with and involve parents in the development of policies and ideas.

The intended outcomes from the events were:

· information about parents’ and parents’ organisations’ views about White Paper issues to guide the development of departmental policy and guidance, and through this the actions of local authorities and schools

· information about related areas of concern to parents and parents’ organisations

· Parents and parents’ organisations to feel that their views have been respected and taken into account

· Learning taken from these events about how the department can most effectively engage with parents and parents’ organisations.

This report is divided into two parts. The first part summarises the key points arising from the consultation, including some views on how parents wish to be consulted in future. The second part provides details of the feedback from parents and members of staff on this type of consultation and suggests a number of ways for taking this approach further.
Part 1 – Parents’ views on consultation areas
Parents involved

A series of four consultation events were held. The first held in London brought 30 parents from three areas – Lewisham, Hereford and Manchester – together with representatives from parents’ organisations and parent members of these organisations. This national meeting was followed by three local events based in Lewisham, Hereford and Manchester, each attended by a number of the parents who had attended the national event and a wider group of local parents. In total 145 parents were involved in the consultations. At the national event, there was a fairly high proportion of parents who were teaching assistants and mentors. At the local events, there was much greater diversity and more parents who had no formal or informal role in the education system. 
Consultation issues

At the national event we consulted participants on five key themes:

· The big picture of education changes

· Choosing a school

· Helping Children progress
· Getting involved

· When thinks go wrong

In the local events, we started with a brief presentation on the big picture and consulted on the other four issues. We were asked to get the particular views of fathers about their involvement in education. So in Hereford and Manchester, we brought together a group of the fathers to respond to the key issues. As it was clear that choice was a key issue, in Manchester we also asked parents how they made their choice of school at present.  At the Hereford and Manchester events, we asked the parents who had been involved in both the national and local events to give us more detailed feedback on how the government might consult parents more generally.
Key issues for parents

Choosing a school

Parents offered a wide range of suggestions about how they would want to be informed about the range of school choices available.  Strong themes emerged about the use of electronic and web-based information on the one hand, and about making information more widely available in community settings such as health centres and supermarkets on the other.

Choice advisers

Participants were broadly positive about the proposals on choice advisers. They had a number of proposals including basing advisers in schools for access, and publicising in a booklet from the local authority.  Participants suggested that primary school teachers would have a key role to play in referring parents to the choice advise service.  The time window should make information available earlier – at least a term before the choice is made.  A one-to—one service should be available.  Participants emphasised the importance of information about choices being available in community locations.  Telephone advice and information on the internet were also key components.

Transport
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Participants strongly welcomed the proposals to extend rights to free school transport.  However they gave a number of examples were the present proposals would not meet local needs.  One was the need to cover underground fares in London.  For the Hereford participants the key issue was distance – free transport over a six-mile radius would make little difference in some rural areas, and the entitlement should be linked to access to the closest schools even if they were further away than six miles.

Banding

The general view on banding was that it could only work effectively if made mandatory for an area.  Parents were also concerned about how it would work for primary schools.  There were specific criticisms of the current banding system in Lewisham in which banding is based on mock SAT results.  Participants in Manchester were concerned that banding could lead to students being labelled as low achievers.  

Fathers

There were different experiences of fathers’ involvement in choosing schools.  This related in particular to different cultures.  For many participants, mothers played the key role in exploring options, and then made a recommendation – the fathers became involved at that stage.  In other cultures, the father played the key role in exploring choices and taking the decision

Overall attitudes to choice

Many participants were sceptical about the role of choice in improving schools.  This was in part linked to perceptions of specialist schools – there were a number of comments about specialist schools as being a ‘rebadging’ exercise.  However, views on choice also appeared to be informed by local experience.  Lewisham parents were sceptical that choice would bring change, and were quite critical of secondary school standards overall.  Hereford parents saw little practical relevance to increasing choice in a dispersed rural area.  Manchester parents on the other hand were much more receptive to the idea of choice, perhaps reflecting the reality of how the current system operates

Choice criteria

Partly as a result of the earlier discussions about choice, at the Manchester event a dedicated discussion was held on the them ‘What are you looking for in choosing a school?’

A range of criteria were suggested, and parents were invited to vote on them.  The following list provides ‘star ratings’ based on the votes from parents on each criterion.
Disciplined and bullying policy *********

Atmosphere and excitement about learning******

Reputation******

Results***

Health and safety**

Kind and approachable teachers**

Good information and communication with parents**

Child’s view*

Language help

Community involvement

Sports or specialist status

Special needs

Will my child be happy

After school – other activities

Faith

Links with primary

Environment

Good parent  governors

Distance from home*

Safe journey

Size*

Uniform

Head teacher

Sixth form

Single sex 

Co-educational

Helping children progress

Parents identified good practice in how schools communicate with children about the progress of their parents, but there were many suggestions about how this could be improved.  
They placed a strong emphasis on backing up formal communication with informal and face to face communication about progress.  They wanted the information to cover both academic progress and social issues such as behaviour and any problems.  They made a strong link between the regular updates on progress and procedures for when things go wrong.

More regular reports on progress
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There was very strong support for more regular reports on progress.  Many participants reported that the information they received from schools did not meet their needs, although there were also examples of good practice and it was felt that there was no need to re-invent the wheel given when there was good practice to build on.

Parents felt that the information they receive at present was inadequate and that honest information exchange was the goal to be sought.  They felt that often communication by teachers avoided honest descriptions of problems to be addressed.  Often basic information was not communicated effectively – for instance the timing of SAT tests.   Written reports were important but face to face contact to back this up was also essential, and teachers often did not carry this out effectively.

Reports should clearly describe the standards the child was meeting, provide an opportunity to see the child’s work, and should have targets which parents could be involved in supporting.  The reports should go beyond academic progress and should also identify any other issues around a child’s experience at school.

While recognising the pressure that there might be on teachers’ time, participants saw a critical role in face to face discussions between teachers and parents in reporting on progress.  This should be both formal and informal.  Teachers needed to become much more proficient in communicating effectively with parents.  Participants also saw much more developed use for electronic communication in keeping parents informed about their children’s progress.

Parents also wanted to know more about what their children were learning.  Given that teaching methods and subject curricula have changed, opportunities needed to be made available for parents to catch up on what was expected, in order to support their children’s progress.  

Home-School Agreements

Participants felt that home-school agreements are not effective at present.  They were seen as a one-off, often ‘put in a drawer’ after they were agreed.

There was support for a re-launch of home-school agreements.  These should not just be paper-based, but based on a three-way discussion between parents, teachers and children.  Specific issues such as language needs of parents would need to be addressed, and the nature of the agreement would need to be clearly explained to parents.


Some participants said that attractive presentation and a fun element would make it more likely that students would pay attention to agreements.

Some participants felt that home-school agreements would only be effective if they were mandatory and binding.  Others were sceptical about whether they could in fact become a useful component in handling issues, suggesting that some parents would not sign agreements or agree to be bound by them. 

While recognising that some parents do not have access to electronic forms of communication, there was a widely held view that the time was right for schools to use internet and e-mail as the primary channel of communication, and in particular to move away from ‘pupil post’ which was unreliable.  Telephone and texts were also good ways of communicating.
Home-school agreements were widely seen as being a ‘paper exercise’ with no life once they had been signed.  They were seen as a missed opportunity to communicate with parents, and associated only with negative behaviours.  There was an opportunity to re-launch home-school agreements as an effective part of communication between school and parents.
A strong theme coming through a lot of the discussion was the need for teachers to value and develop their skills in communication with parents.  There were many comments about how teachers’ behaviour and communication with parents was not optimal, while recognising that teachers had many calls on their time.  It was suggested that communication with parents and other adults should be a key component of initial and continuing teacher training.

When things go wrong

Participants were able to share experiences of difficulties that they had experienced in handling problems in their children’s education.  This included some basic concerns, such as teachers not returning phone calls.  There were concerns that agencies were hiding behind data protection rules to conceal information.  In some cases there had been problems about understanding the processes, including where to appeal, and difficulties in finding a way through the system.  Parents were concerned about being labelled ‘difficult’ if they raised concerns and problems.

There were many suggestions about ensuring that handling problems was built into a continuing relationship between the school and parents rather than arising as a major disruptive event.  This should include honest and robust communication about problems from teachers, who should make clear what the specific issues were.  There was strong advocacy among Lewisham participants for the ‘restorative’ approach being used there.

Participants were keen that there should be effective informal approaches that could resolve problems early.  Many parents said that the key to resolving problems was better relationships between teachers, pupils and parents, and that informal solutions would lead to better results.
For more difficult cases, it was important to have clearly documented procedures which explained how to take an issue on to a further stage if necessary.  
Complaints procedures and the role of OFSTED

Participants wanted effective access to OFSTED where necessary through a helpline and website. They were keen that complaints procedures should be part of a consistent approach to communication, so that communication between school and parent should not only be triggered when things go wrong.  When problems began to arise, early intervention was the key.  Informal resolution of issues should always be preferred.  Better relationships in schools would lead to fewer complaints.  Communication face to face, electronically and by telephone were all important elements of an effective process.

Clarity and simplicity were key to effective resolution of problems.  Parents who had experienced problems had often found the procedures confusing and difficult to access.  Authorities should not be allowed to hide behind jargon, or issues such as data protection which were seen as providing an excuse for inaction.

Participants were concerned about the potential fall-out from raising a complaint.  They felt that when parents complained, there was a risk that they would be labelled as causing trouble.  Effective procedures were needed to ensure that relationships between parents and a school could recover after a complaint was made.  Lewisham participants advocated the ‘restorative’ approach implemented in the borough.

Parents’ champions

Participants supported the proposals for parents’ champions.   They proposed that it would be useful to go beyond the current proposals.  They were sceptical about the idea that parents’ champions should be appointed by local authorities, as this might undermine the claim that they were really ‘on the side of parents’.  Participants called for a wider role for parents’ champions who could be identified as genuinely identified as independent of the local authority. 

Getting involved

Participants were positive about the idea of parents’ councils, and there were some people with experience of being members.  Taking part in a parents’ council was perceived as less onerous that accepting the responsibilities of membership of a governing body, but could be a ‘training ground’ for potential parent governors.  Participants were also enthusiastic about the idea that the parents’ council would have a clear focus on the interests of parents, whereas parent representatives on governing bodies had to take a broader view and consider the interests of the school as a whole.


There was some concern that the parents’ council could become dominated by the ‘usual faces’.  It was important to ensure that a wide and diverse range of parents would participate.  Involvement in the parents’ council should take account of work commitments, in particular of fathers, and should encourage the involvement of parents from different ethnic groups and communities.  This could be encouraged, perhaps, by establishing a mentoring relationship between existing and prospective members of the council.  It would also be important to ensure that communication at and about the council was clear of jargon.
Barriers to participation in a parents’ council might include transport and child care costs, and it was felt that funding was needed to ensure that these could be met.  This was particularly important in rural areas.  Other options for engaging people in the council included the use of online forums, so that attendance in person was not always necessary.

Participants considered it important to define clearly the different roles and boundaries between parents’ councils and governing bodies.  It was also important for all parents to know who they could contact on the parents’ council and for the parents’ council to offer clear communication with parents on a regular basis.
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                Participants at Manchester event
Involving parents more widely

Participants were also asked for their views about how schools, local authorities and the government could communicate more effectively with parents.  A number of overarching themes emerged, notably around the need for communication to be clear and in plain English, not patronising and presented in an attractive way.  Again the theme of electronic communication and websites came through clearly.

Participants were interested in the idea that the government and local authorities might want to involved and consult parents about developments in their children’s education.  They did not feel that this was happening at the moment, but would welcome more involvement.  In this context by far the most important factor would be conviction that parents’ views would make a difference.  Feedback on what had happened as a result of any consultation or communication was a priority.

Issues for further consideration

Involving a diverse group of parents enabled the proposals to be explored in some detail.  Across the four events a number of themes came through about the provision of information to parents.  Many of the proposals were supported by the participants, and they particularly appreciated holding the events to hear their views.  

Information need not always be presented in writing and face-to-face communication is a key component.  That said, participants made clear that electronic communication has now become a primary channel of written communication.  They were critical of schools for continuing to rely on sending notes via students, rather than setting up effective web and e-mail based communications with parents.  This is an important point also when considering national communication strategies with parents.

Very strong points were made about the importance of communication that matches what the audience wants to know, and the use of clear, jargon-free English.  Attractive presentation is also important.

Equally participants wanted more than one-off information.  It was important for there to be a continuing communication flow both ways, and for instance to follow up an initial piece of information with workshops or information packs.  Parents were keen for information to go beyond a record of academic attainment, and to include practical details of curriculum and homework requirements. 


A strong message from all the groups concerned the way in which teachers communicate with parents.  While recognising the pressures on teachers’ time, participants pointed to a need for teachers to be trained in effective communication with adults.  There was a missed opportunity for effective day-to-day informal communication and this was partly responsible for the problems and challenges that arose.  Building positive relationships between teachers and parents was seen as a key element in allowing parents to have a real say in their children’s education.  Good information needs to be backed up by good relationships. At primary this appeared secure but it needs to be developed in secondary schools.

It was very valuable to hold the events in different areas.  The differences in issues raised reflected not just the obvious differences between rural and urban areas, but also participants’ perceptions of the quality and range of educational opportunities available.

Further information
We have available the more detailed feedback from each of the events. 
Participants appreciated the ‘relaxed atmosphere’ and ‘open discussion’, and the chance to ‘get to know people from different parts of the country’.  They liked ‘being able to move around and share ideas on each theme’.

Feedback from national event

Enjoyed moving around in small groups in a very casual and relaxed atmosphere

Participant in Hereford event

Particularly liked carousel of information / discussion
Participant in Hereford event
All DfES members very friendly and informed. Changeovers every slick. Excellent facilitators. Good timekeeping encouraging participation.

Participant in Hereford event
Part 2 – The benefits of consultation
Format of events

There were a number of issues in designing the event: 

· We wanted to involve ‘hard to reach’ parents who would not normally be consulted and who might know very little about the Schools White Paper and who might be uncomfortable in a formal meeting

· We wanted parents and officials to be able to discuss the issues together

· We wanted all participants to go away feeling respected, energised and enthused.

It was good for me, and I feel the DfES need to go out to more schools and other community places to consult a wide range of parents

Participant in Lewisham event

We therefore devised a consultation process based on the analogy of market stalls. Each of the themes for consultation became a market stall. In the first session, the Department laid out its wares with officials explaining the key themes in each policy area. The parents were divided into small groups and spent up to 15 minutes at each stand listening to the presentation and asking questions. This meant that they all got a good grasp of the relevant contents of the White Paper in a non-threatening manner. It also gave officials an experience of presenting ideas to parents in a brief and straightforward manner and answering questions. 

In the afternoon, the market stall analogy was used again. The parents were divided into small groups and spent 15 minutes at each stall discussing their views and suggestions on the relevant consultation areas. Officials acted as facilitators and note takers.  

We also held plenary discussion sessions to gauge general levels of support for different ideas.

Organisation of the events

These events were organised using internal DfES staffing resources, an event management company, RS>Live, and a facilitation consultancy, Wilson Sherriff, the Facilitation Experts. 

The national event was held mid week in a hotel, the other events were held on Saturdays – the Lewisham and Hereford events were held in schools and the Manchester event in the town hall.

'Thank you for putting this event on, on a Saturday.  The DfES needn't have done this, and on one would have noticed, because we aren't accustomed to expect it.  It is refreshing to know that at DfES level people are willing to think differently in terms of consultation.'
Participant in Hereford event
Parents were recruited using key contacts in the local authority who in turn contacted local schools and parents partnership groups.

Benefits of the approach 

All four events were highly rated by parents with the vast majority of parents rating the events as 5 or 6 out of a possible 6.
Participants appreciated the ‘relaxed atmosphere’ and ‘open discussion’, and the chance to ‘get to know people from different parts of the country’.  They liked ‘being able to move around and share ideas on each theme’.

Feedback from national event

Enjoyed moving around in small groups in a very casual and relaxed atmosphere

Participant in Hereford event
I found it very useful, I’m taking a lot of ideas away

Participant in Manchester event
We also invited feedback from the staff involved.
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The approach brought three clear benefits to the Department:

· The specific inputs from parents were beneficially in working through the implementation issues for the different policy areas

· The staff members concerned clearly gained insight and benefit from having the opportunity to hear parents’ views and discuss the issues with them

· The reputation of the Department was enhanced, as both parents and local agencies could experience the Department in ‘listening mode’.

Taking forward consultation with parents
The experience of these events suggests a way in which the Department could systematically build in consultation with parents as a way of influencing both the development of policy and its implementation.

The approach suggested develops from the experience of the four consultation sessions.  It should be clearly seen as an element of qualititative consultation, which complements but does not replace either quantitative surveys of parents, or consultation with representative bodies of parents.

The overall approach would be to build in a small number of consultations with groups of parents at the policy development and implementation phase for a range of departmental policies.  The consultations would use a similar approach and framework to those held during the experimental phase with the following key characteristics:

· consultations to be based in at least two different local areas – eg urban, suburban, local

· consultations to be held on school premises

· mix of weekend and weekday events

· participants to be recruited through local authorities and local schools with a strong request for ‘typical’ parents rather than only parent governors, learning mentors and those who are already involved

· light touch logistical and co-ordination support from the department

· one independent facilitator per event, supported by trained facilitators from the department and other departmental staff
· succinct feedback to participants about how they views are fed in to policy development and, if possible, what would happen as a result of their views.
The indicative cost for building in two consultations to a piece of policy development would be [£10,000], to cover catering, facilitation and travel/accommodation costs.  Additional resources would be required in terms of providing some light touch support for organisation and logistics.
The potential benefits of this approach to the Department are

· better policy development and implementation, informed by the views of those affected by it

· more department staff having a direct experience of working with customers

· an improved departmental reputation among local authorities and parents.

Carol Sherriff

Simon Wilson

Wilson Sherriff – the Facilitation Experts

I found the experience very valuable, particularly as I could speak with people from different perspectives (inner city and rural) and gauge first hand how our policy impacts upon them.  It was useful to be able to hold face to face discussion instead of relying on electronic consultancy feedback, which can be disjointed, as not everyone is aware that consultations take place.  I think it is useful for the delegates to speak with us as they know they are getting a hearing and it is sometimes easier to explain the thinking behind the policy decisions.  It can also help highlight potential problem areas, which were not readily identifiable from a national perspective.


John Britton School Governance Unit








“It was really useful to talk about the policy with the people who will be affected, and especially because there was a clear sense that we're doing the right thing and that parents would welcome it. 


 


It was motivating to engage with the parents' questions and ideas, and helped me to think in practical terms about what we're trying to do and how it will actually work - what parents want from it and what they're concerned about”. 


Rose Pennells





“Although I was representing others' policy areas (information for parents about pupils' progress and targets at Hereford; governing bodies/parent councils and duty of LAs to listen to parents), I found the events of direct benefit to my policy work regarding parenting support in extended schools, particularly transition information sessions for parents of children starting primary and secondary school.  I learned a lot about the value that parents place on their relationship with their child's school, and heard lots of practical suggestions from parents about how schools can become more welcoming to parents.” 


Rebecca Ford





I would say that talking to the parents at the events has been invaluable.  In particular, some of the feedback I received on home school agreements will directly impact on the direction of policy development.  


 


It was useful to find out about the starting points from which parents approach an issue, and how different that is to the way we see it as policy people.  For example, we were told of the many different problems faced by families that had to be addressed before any policy proposals (such as greater parental involvement) could be effective.  It was also good to hear about schools that are already working well with parents.  It has given us some ideas for case studies and it was encouraging to hear that parents really do want to be more involved, if schools would make it easier.  Obviously this is something that we now have to communicate to schools.


Jennifer Robson





I found talking directly to parents very helpful, dialogue with the end user is key to getting to the heart of issues. I was not surprised by most of the issues raised but it's good to confirm we're on the right track and to see what areas we have in sight, but maybe need to explore further.





I also enjoyed the opportunity to get some facilitating experience and represent the dept in a different forum.


Sarah Amer
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