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Summary

An Evaluation of the National Policy of Parental Involvement in their
Children’s Education and Schools

This research evaluates, from the perspectives of parents, how the national policy of
parental involvement in their children’s education is being implemented in five Catholic
primary schools in North Dublin. Two schools have disadvantage status, which entitles them
to the services of a Home School Community Liaison teacher. The other two are in a middle
class area and are reliant on the good will of the Board of Management, the Principal and the
Parents’ Association. The fifth school, which my daughters attended, is in a middle class
area.

Following a review of the literature on home-school partnership and national policy
as outlined in the Education Act 1998, Education Act 2000, Primary School Curriculum
(DES 1999) and Looking at our School (DES 2003b), the following four indicators were
used to develop the research methodology and explore how the participants were involved in
their children’s education at home and at school:

e Open, caring, respectful relationships

e Home-school communication

e Parental involvement in the home curriculum

e Parental involvement in the school

Multiple research methods were used to ensure triangulation. Quantitative data, obtained
through questionnaires in the four case study schools, was supplemented by qualitative data
from participant observation in my daughter’s school, interviews and focus groups in the
other schools. Some documentary evidence was also used.

Most research participants had a very good relationship with the school. They felt that
the teachers listened to them and that they could make a complaint, if necessary. However,
some felt very uneasy about raising issues. Most felt that the schools had become more open
and approachable over the past decade. Frequent home-school communication and adherence
to the values of the school led to better relationships.

Most parents felt that they had enough information about the school. However, much of

the communication tended to be one-way and centred on organisational rather than curricular
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issues. Parents in the disadvantaged schools and with children in the junior classes were
more likely to speak to the teacher, while those in middle class schools and with older
children relied on written communication.

Parents, in this research, could be described as ‘educators’ as they were very active in
supporting both their children’s learning and the school at home. One-child families were
more likely to engage in home educational activities. There was also a difference between
middle class and disadvantaged parents. Middle class parent planned their children’s
educational careers from an early age and were confident that their children would do well in
school. While disadvantaged parents had the same hopes for their children, their lack of
cultural capital and fears that their children would get in with the ‘wrong crowd’” meant that
they were less confident about their children’s futures. Those with lower levels of education
were the most ‘marginalised’ (Conaty 2002).

Parental involvement in their children’s schools was limited to the ‘set pieces’ i.e.
attending events and supporting the school’s fundraising activities. Only a minority got
involved with helping out in the school and/or joining the Parents’ Association or the Board
of Management. Very few felt that they had a say in school-decision-making and
governance. Like most Irish citizens they preferred to rely on individual representation rather
than collective action. Disadvantaged parents were more likely to help out in the school and
the class room, while middle class parents helped organise school activities. Those who
supported the religious and educational values of the school were the most likely to get
involved and to feel that they had a say in school policies. One-child families and lone-
parents were less likely to volunteer.

Partnership was defined as the relationship between parents, the school, the State and the
Catholic Church in supporting and planning for the best possible education for children both
at home and at school. While parents were not involved in school planning, the home-school
relationship at local level was very supportive. Participants were unaware of the partnership
process at national level and felt that parents had virtually no say in national policy. They
perceived the State to be solely responsible for the education system and felt that it was not
doing enough to support their children’s education. While acknowledging the good work of
the clergy and religious at local level, they were unsure of what role, if any, the Church

should have in school governance.
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Chapter One Introduction

1.1 Introduction

The last two decades have seen an intense period of discussion and negotiation at
national level on the future direction of Irish Education. One of the key aims of this
dialogue was to “maximise parent involvement and choice” in their children’s education
(Ireland 1992 p.27). Not only were parents to be kept informed of their own children’s
learning, but they were to be involved in decision-making at all levels within the school.
This lengthy consultation process culminated in the recent legislation, namely the
Education Act 1998, and the Education Welfare Act 2001, and the Primary School
Curriculum 1999 (Department of Education and Science [DES] 1999a), which outline
the national policy of parental involvement.

As a parent of four children, a teacher and a School Development Planning
Support (SDPS) facilitator, I had an interest in how the policy was being implemented
on the ground. From my observations, there appeared to be a discrepancy between the
actual policy of parental involvement at national level and the ‘policy-in-use’ (Crump
1992 p.419) at local level. Schools, while they depended on the voluntary support of
parents, did not have the time or the interest to involve parents. Parents, on the other
hand, focused more on the home curriculum and their investment in the human capital of
their children (Schultz 1973). While parents were happy to send their children to school
and help out if necessary, they showed little enthusiasm for getting involved in their
children’s schools. This research aims to evaluate the implementation of the national
policy of parental involvement in their children’s education and schools, using the
following questions:

e How are parents involved in their children’s education both at home and in
school?
e What is their relationship with their children’s schools?
e What type of communication system exists between home and school?
The Irish State combines universal benefits with a targeted approach in favour of
those most in need (Daly and Yeates 2002 p.88). In general it prefers its citizens to
purchase the welfare services they require and contribute either financially and/or by

volunteering to the provision of services to those who can not afford to pay privately. In

line with this preference, the policy of parental involvement is implemented differently



in schools with disadvantaged status. ‘Educational disadvantage’ is defined in the
Education Act 1998 as the impediments to education arising from social or economic
disadvantage which prevent students from deriving appropriate benefit from education in
schools (Ireland 1998). The parents of children attending these schools are more likely to
have lower levels of education, be unemployed and live in local authority housing.
Under the DEIS action plan (DES 2005d), these schools receive additional resources
including a home-school coordinator through the Home School Community Liaison
(HSCL) Scheme. These schools will be referred to throughout the research as
disadvantaged schools. Schools, which are not designated as disadvantaged by the DES,
will be referred to as middle class schools. The parents in these schools are more likely
to have higher levels of education, own their own houses and be in full-time
employment. These schools get no additional resources from the DES for home-school
liaison. Therefore, this study will attempt to answer the following questions:

e What are the differences between middle class and disadvantaged parents in their
involvement in their children’s education both at home and at school?

e Are there other variables, such as family status, religion, age, gender, which
impact on parental involvement to far greater degree than social class?

Policy implementation involves an extremely complex set of interacting elements
over time. Irish society has changed tremendously over the last twenty years since the
introduction of the HSCL Scheme in 1990 and the publication of the Green Paper
Education for a Changing World (Ireland 1992). As partnership is a key element of the
educational discourse in Ireland, this research asks:

e How is the national policy of partnership between parents, the school, the State
and the Catholic Church in supporting and planning for the best possible
education for children at home and at school being implemented?

This chapter explores the background to the policy. Section one examines the
parental roles, which influence their involvement in their children’s education. In section
two, variables, such as gender, citizenship, religion, social class and family forms, are
explored. These have an impact on the identities and practices of parents. The changes in
society, which have influenced their values and prompted the introduction of the
partnership policy paradigm, are also highlighted. Section three examines partnership at
national level. The partners include the Catholic Church, the State, teachers and parents.
As the dynamics of power infuses all aspects of parental involvement (Reay 1998 p.71),

the relationship between these stakeholders is highlighted. In section four, the



implications and challenges of partnership for both parents and schools at local level is
outlined. Finally, the term ‘partnership’ itself is explored.

Family-school relationships are socially-constructed and historically variable
(Lareau 1997 p.704). Chapter Two outlines how the national policy of parental
involvement was developed. The policy as agreed in the relevant official documents is
reviewed. The overall thrust and emphasis of these documents, along with their gaps and
inconsistencies, is highlighted. Using the main points in these documents, indicators,
which were used to evaluate how the policy was being implemented in the schools in
this study, were devised.

The research methodology is outlined in Chapter Three. A case study, involving
five Catholic primary schools was used to explore the different ways parents are
involved with their children’s education and schooling. Three schools are in a middle
class area; while the other two have been designated under DEIS as Urban Band 1. This
means that they are two of the 150 Irish primary schools with the highest concentration
of disadvantage (DES 2005d). Participant observation, questionnaires, interviews, focus
groups and documentary analysis were the research methods used.

Chapters Four and Five outline the research findings. The home curriculum and
the ways parents support the school at home is examined in Chapter Four. These results
are discussed in Chapter Six. Chapter Five describes parental involvement in the
education system at both national and local level. Participants’ perceptions and
knowledge of the stakeholders, policy, legislation and curriculum at national level is
probed along with their relationship with the school. These findings are explored in
Chapter Seven. The final chapter explores the themes from the literature review and

evaluates the implementation of the national policy of home-school partnership.

1.2 Parental Involvement in their Children’s Education

Parental involvement or investment (Schultz 1973; Bourdieu 1977a p.495) in
their children’s education begins with the birth of their children and appears to be never
ending. Bourdieu (1974; 1977a) suggested that its form will depend on the cultural
capital of the family. This consists of parental values and attitudes towards education,
the amount of cultural resources such as books, art materials, computers etc. available in
the home, along with the educational qualifications obtained by their extended family

(Bourdieu 1997 p.47). These will influence both the home curriculum and parental



involvement in their children’s school (Burke 1992 p.190). In the literature many labels
are used to describe the role parents play in their children’s education but for the
purposes of this research, they have been summarised under four broad headings:
educator, consumer, welfare recipient and supporter. In reality, these roles are
intertwined as parents pragmatically adopt the one they perceive as most suited to their
children’s needs.

The terms ‘educator’, ‘consumer’, ‘welfare recipient’ and ‘supporter’ were
chosen because they appeared to be more relevant to this research than the terms
‘involved’ and ‘uninvolved’, which were used by Ryan (1994) and Conaty (2002) to
describe parents in the HSCL Scheme. Research suggests that the vast majority of
parents are both concerned with and involved in their children’s education (Reay 1998
p.64; Furstenberg et al. 1999 p.217). However, there can be considerable variations
between parents. Whereas some parents, like those in Lopez’s (2001 p.14) research,
perceive “involvement as primarily attending to the immediate economic/financial needs
of their families”, others have the social and economic capital to focus on the long-term
educational and development needs of their children. This section explores the roles
parents can play in their children’s education and their influence on home-school

relationships.

1.2.1 Educator

Under the Constitution of Ireland (1937), parents are considered to be the
primary educators of their children. While traditionally they were only responsible for
their children’s basic physical needs, parental responsibilities have increased to include
nurturing a learning environment, cooperating with and supporting the school and
fulfilling their special role in their children’s development (Department of Education
1995 p.9; 1996 p.14, Commission on the Family 1998 p.284; Forde Brennan 2003 p.6).
In addition, the necessity for advanced educational qualifications in modern societies
demands a vast amount of emotional and educational labour from parents and requires
them to have a strong orientation towards the future (De Regt and Weenink 2005). In
today’s society, parents are expected to proactively lead and manage their children’s
education, both at home and at school, and are considered responsible for all aspects of
their children’s development.

Due to this social-constructivist theory of learning and developmental

psychology, the State and the school have altered their expectations of parents in relation



to their children’s education (David 1993 p.160). Out-of-school learning is perceived as
providing a fundamental basis for in-school advance (Bourdieu 1974; 1977a; Macbeth
and Ravn 1994 p.6). Parents are expected to do a lot of ‘educational’ work both before
and after children come to school (David 1993). This home curriculum consists of the
activities and conversations that parents and children engage in from birth onwards. It
involves not only the social, cultural and intellectual development of children but the
formulation and transmission of values, including their attitudes towards education,
learning and career aspirations (Bourdieu 1974 p.34; Heightman 1992 p.21; Commission
on the Family 1998 p.547; Fletcher 1999 p. 170; DES 2000a; De Graaf et al 2000
p.107). Parents also have to provide their children with what they need in terms of social
interaction and/or educational opportunities (Bell and Ribbens 1994 p.243). This
involves monitoring their children’s development and reinforcing the school curriculum
at home (Lareau 1997 p.704).

Most parents, the Commission on the Family (1998 p.85) noted, learn as they go
along, influenced by the way they were brought up, by what they have read and their
observations of others. Many access expert knowledge through consulting books,
magazines and other media (Vincent 1996 p.152; Coleman 1998 p.43; Mc Keown et al.
1998 pp.197-8) and networking with other parents (Bell and Ribbens 1994; Epstein and
Seyong 1995 pp.119-120). The Internet gives parents access to information from many
sources (Levin 2004 p.282). Type ‘education + parents’ into Google and you get
3,040,000 websites. These sites ranged from information, courses, quizzes, and advice to
“activities and resources for parents who want their children to excel in school”

(www.eduplace.com/parents/ 2004). As a result of this global traffic in ideas about

Western educational thought and egalitarian individualism (Fahey 1998 p.386) more
parents are aware of the importance of their role as educators of their children.

Parental involvement in the school is just an extension of this role. They are
expected to plan ahead, find the right school, get to know the teachers and the
curriculum, join the Parents Association and support their children’s learning (Ward
2007). In addition, parents are required to attend school events and activities (DES
2000a) and get involved in the Board of Management (BOM) and policy working groups
(SDPS 2004). Familiarity with the schools’ routines gives parents information about the
workings of the school and provides a useful check on whether their children are moving
towards the proper levels of independence and responsibility (Heightman 1992 p.21). It

helps them move from a longitudinal, biographical focus to an age graded normative



perspective (Graue et al. 2001 p.478). In addition, it gives parents the cultural capital
(Bourdieu 1977a) and confidence to act as advocates for their children, when teachers
failed to recognise a child’s individual needs or even misjudge a child’s abilities or
intentions (Coleman 1998 p.24; Garanzine 2000 p.245).

Parents in this study who consider that they have a primary responsibility for the
education of their children will be considered ‘educators’. These parents will be
proactive about their role, actively seeking support to enhance their children’s
educational opportunities and their own skills as parents. Vincent (2001 p.349)
described them as ‘risk managers’. ‘Educators’ are not willing to leave education to the
school and take very few chances where their children’s educational prospects were
concerned. They are more likely to initiate contact with the school over achievement,

welfare and more systematic issues (Vincent 2001 p.350).

1.2.2 Supporter

The term ‘supporter’ has been widely used by parents, teachers and the DES to
describe the relationship between parents and the school (Department of Education
1995; Hyland 1995; Commission on the Family 1998 p.284). Depending on the parent,
this support may be active or silent. Active supporters may be very involved with the
school but they do not question or challenge the authority of the school. Silent
supporters help their children at home but do not get directly involved with the school.
They are, however, quite willing to attend meetings and events when required and
contribute financially to their children’s education.

This role is based on traditional patriarchal familism (Fahey 1998 p.386).
Parents’ rights are acknowledged but are perceived to be in harmony with the interests of
the school and the teachers (Cullingford 1996a p.2). They are accountable for providing
food, clothing and sleep for their child, along with ensuring school attendance and
suitable homework conditions (Heightman 1992 p. 21; Macbeth 1994 p.82; National
Educational Welfare Board [NEWB] 2004). In addition, parents must demonstrate an
interest in and reinforce the child’s schoolwork at home and ensure that the child
respects and obeys their teachers (Cullingford 1996a pp.11-2; NEWB 2004).
Compliance with the school norms of deferential and positive parental involvement is
expected (Lareau and McNamara Horvat 1999 p.49). Parents’ unpaid labour is thereby

used to increase the effectiveness of the education system.



Most parents have no wish to be in control of teachers or the school (Cullingford
1996a p.10; Wyness 1996 p.139; Coleman 1998 p.147). They are conscious of the
difficulties teachers face daily. Relying on the expertise and disinterested concern of
teachers, the majority of parents respect and support their children’s teachers. The
formal educational requirements of their children are, in most parents’ opinion, best left
to the professional expertise of the teachers. Irish parents appear to be similar, preferring
to work with teachers rather than against them (Hyland 1995 p.42; DES 2000b).

Parents in this research, who perceive the school and the teacher as having
primary responsibility for the education of their children, will be described as
‘supporters’. Their role is to support the work of the school and teachers by caring for
their children, helping with homework and providing financial and/or other assistance as
necessary. ‘Supporters’ monitor, perhaps question, but do not challenge the teacher in
any sustained fashion (Vincent 2001 p.351). This support, which includes not only time
and interest but also moral education and actual teaching, should not be defined as
passive (Cullingford 1996a p.11). In fact, it can be an extension of parents’ role as
educators. By gaining the trust of teachers and access to important institutional
information, ‘supporters’ ensure that the school will be answerable to them when

problems arise (Cullingford 1996a p.12; Graue et al. 2001 p.485).

1.2.3 Consumer

While parents themselves may not favour the term ‘consumer’ in relation to their
children’s education (Cullingford 1996b; Gorad 1997), the DES describes them as
‘customers’ and ‘clients’ (Department of Education 1996 p.13; DES 1998a p.3). While
the Irish government does not encourage market forces in education to the same extent
as other Western governments such as Great Britain and the United States, the DES
conforms to the market based model of public management (DES 1998b, 2005c). This
influences their relationship with schools and parents. Consumerism has also increased
in Irish society with individualism and extravagant expenditure on the home and
children replacing traditional collective vaiues (Keohane and Kuling 2004 p.158). This
market-let approach has been encouraged by the forces of globalisation (Smith 2004
p.514) and will impact on parenting practices and home-school partnership.

Consumerism implies choice of public goods with no necessary involvement in
their production or quality (Munn 1998 p.383). A consumer pays another person for the

service, has a number of suppliers to choose from, has the legal right to expect a certain



quality of product or service and is normally not obligated to the seller in any way other
than paying the amount of money asked for the product or service (Bottery 2005 p.280).
It can lead to adversarial, self-interested, fragile relationships with few responsibilities
on the part of the consumer. Parents today live in a globalised consumer society. In this
fast-paced and impersonal society, they, like most others, want to get on with their
business without any unnecessary personal relationships. Many of their parenting tasks
are outsourced to others. They purchase the services of day-care, after-school care and
recreation centres as well as babysitters and nannies (Dennis 2002 p.112; O’Connor
2003 p.396). To many parents the school may be just another service provider.

Consumers are expected to pay for the services that they receive, with the best
services going to the consumer who can pay the most (Bottery 2005 p.284). Some
schools receive substantial financial assistance from parents (Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development [OECD] 1991 p.45) and the additional costs of
education can be a major issue for many families (Commission on the Family 1998
p.286, Society of St Vincent De Paul 2003 p.2). The lengthy lists of school costs
includes voluntary contributions, school transport, examination fees, lockers,
photocopies, books, uniforms, materials, outings, games and extra-curricular activities.
The hidden and often unexpected nature of these costs increases the financial burden on
parents.

In addition, consumers can be expected to perform unpaid tasks (Ritzer 2004
p.61) in order to improve organisational efficiency. Similarly, schools ask parents to
help with reading, homework and to provide additional resources for their children’s
education. With parents helping out on school trips, in the classroom, at concerts and
sporting events along with painting the school, parental involvement may be a ruse to
obtain voluntary labour from parents.

Consumers need skills and knowledge if they are to make informed choices
(Schultz 1977 p.317; Levin 2004 p.179). The imbalance of power between vendor and
buyer, the lack of alternatives, along with the capacity of individuals to make choices
may limit their options (Mintzberg 1996 p.77; Foley 2002 p.103). There is a lack of
accurate, profound and clear information about schools (Oplatka 2004 p.153). The
information that parents can gather is limited to the visible, image-based organisational
structures of the school rather than classroom practices. In Ireland, parents can access
the DES’s website for a school’s Whole School Evaluation (WSE) Report. As it is in its

infancy stages, there is not a report available on all schools. Each year, newspapers



publish league tables of second level schools based on the number of students who
received places in third level institutions. Getting involved with the school may be the
only way parents can access information about schools (Graue ez al. 2001 pp.481-3;
Vincent 2001 p.356) and thus make informed decisions about their children’s education.

While in theory, the customer is always right, all organisations, including
schools, have ways to control their customers (Blenkin ez al. 1992 p.52; Foucault 2000
p.18; Ritzer 2004 p.116). They provide cues that indicate to customers what is expected
of them as well as a variety of structural constraints that lead their customers to behave
in a certain way. Finally, they ensure that customers internalise and follow taken-for-
granted norms. Parents are strongly influenced by the collective norms and values of
society and the social class to which they belong (Bourdieu 1974 p.33-5; Oplatka 2004
p.157). With the societally-agreed model of a good school so rooted in our society it is
unlikely that there will be any strong desire to seek alternative kinds of schools or
change the existing structures of schools.

Central to consumerism, according to Gewirtz et al. (1995 p.21) is the
assumption that parents will invest a great deal of energy in ensuring that they have
made the right choice of school for their child. However, economic capital gives a wide
choice to some parents, and much less choice or sadly none to others (Cullingford 1996b
pp.66-7; Commission on the Family 1998 p.548; Lynch and Lodge 2002 p.183). Cultural
capital, which is linked to economic capital (Bourdieu 1997 p.49), is even more crucial
in the decoding of schools, the interpretation of information and in the matching of child
to school (Gewirtz et al. 1995 p.56). While opportunity, nostalgia, tradition and
convenience often make school choice a far from rational process, parents may also
behave differently depending upon their children’s birth order, age or gender (Gorard
1997 p.189). Research using different samples suggested that, in general, the reputation
and atmosphere of the school, good discipline and academic results, along with
proximity to home and their children’s wishes were the influential factors in parental
choice of school (Hunter 1991 p.38; West and Varlaam 1991 p.29; Hughes et al. 1994
p.204; West et al. 1995 p.30; Bosetti 2004 p.398). Many parents preferred schools that
appeared to offer similar experiences to their own traditional-style schooling. Most were
happy with their children’s schools and felt that teachers were doing a good job.

Consumerism emphasises the rights of the individual over the collective
responsibilities of all citizens (Hantrais 2004 p.197-8; Bottery 2005 p.278). ‘Consumers’

focus on the education of their own children rather involvement in their schools. They



actively choose their children’s schools and extra-curricular activities and are prepared
to supplement the State’s provision, whenever necessary. They are aware of the quality

and cost of the service provided and will complain if it is not delivered as promised.

1.2.4 Welfare Recipient

Ireland is considered a liberal welfare State. All Irish parents are ‘welfare
recipients” in that all parents receive a children’s allowance, which is a universal
monthly non-means tested payment from the State. They are also entitled to avail of the
public health, education and other social services. Education, with its emphasis on
maintaining social order and developing human capital (Schultz 1977; Lavalette and
Cunningham 2001 p.240), is perceived as an integral part of the welfare state. In recent
years, the school has become an agent for a variety of groups. These include the NEWB,
Special Needs Education Board, National Educational Psychological Service, Health
Board and the Gardai. Increasingly it is seen as a focal point for the delivery of a range
of health and social services for children and their families (Commission on the Family
1998 p.13; Heeney 2006). These include prevention, screening and treatment services
(Gaire and Mahon 2005 p.61), the delivery of parenting support programmes and after-
school activities (School Completion Programme [SCP] 2005). This, according to
educational experts, yields the double advantage of supporting the intellectual
development of all children while alleviating pressure on working mothers (Macbeth
1995 p.52; Commission on the Family 1998 p.48; Esping-Anderson 2002b p.50).

Traditionally, parents were seen as being responsible for the socialisation, moral
training and leisure activities of children, while teachers were responsible for their
education and academic progress (Wyness 1996 p.55; OECD 1997 p.25). Both were
dependent on the other to take their responsibilities seriously and do a good job. As the
welfare state has developed, the school’s role has expanded. They now provide breakfast
clubs, homework clubs and after-school activities. With the introduction of Social,
Personal and Health Education (SPHE), teachers have taken on more of the parental
role, especially in the moral area (OECD 1997 p.25). Parents increasingly look to the
school and experts for support and guidance to help them cope with the modern methods
of childrearing (Franklin and Madge 2000 p.43; De Regt and Weenink 2005).

Schools and society can perceive parents, who are different from the norm, as
obstacles to their children’s learning and educational achievement (Finneran 2000 p.7;

Wolfendale 2000 p.9; Zappone 2002 p.50; Cuban 2003 p.42). Consequently, these
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parents are singled out for parent education programmes. The HSCL scheme is an
initiative which aims to enhance the educational attainment and achievement of children
from disadvantaged backgrounds (Archer and Shortt 2003 p.43). It promotes home-
school cooperation as a means of alleviating the “adverse factors arising from inadequate
home support” (Ireland 1992 p.88) in both literacy and numeracy. The HSCL teachers
target marginalised families (Conaty 2002). The DEIS Action Plan (DES 2005d), which
targets disadvantaged schools, renews the emphasis on the involvement of parents in
meeting children’s educational needs (Hanafin 2006 p.1).

Two parental traits emerge as crucial for children’s success in education. One is
the ‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu 1997 p.47; Drudy and Lynch 1993 p.157; OECD 1997
p-22; Giddens 2001 p.296), where parents have the knowledge and economic resources
to make the best use of the school system and to compensate for any inadequacies it may
have. It enables them to be aware of and take advantage of educational changes and
opportunities. The other is having the self-confidence and ability to deal with system
(Coleman 1998; Lareau and McNamara Horvat 1999 p.39; Eden 2001 p.98). Being an
effective advocate for your children, being able to mediate between the child and school
and intervene when appropriate is an essential parenting skill, particularly when
‘parental interest’ is usually measured by teachers’ perceptions of such interest and the
number of times parents visit the school rather than the level of interest itself (Drudy and
Lynch 1993 pp.154-5).

‘Welfare recipients’ are those who lack the cultural capital and sense of
entitlement (Bourdieu 1997 p.47; Reay 1998 p.70; Vincent 2001 p.360), which allows
them to successfully negotiate their children’s journey through the education system
(Lynch and Lodge 2002 p.183). They are dependent on the professional expertise of

teachers and the school.

1.2.5 Summary

The roles parents play in their children’s education influence the type of
home curriculum they provide and their relationship with their children’s school. Using
labels described above, this research will explore how parents are involved in their
children’s education. Are they educators, advocating for and leading their children’s
learning as they progress through the education system? Do they support the school by
helping with homework and supplementing the work of the school with a varied home

curriculum and extra-curricular activities? Are they active supporters of the school,
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involved in fundraising, school events, classroom and extracurricular activities? Do they
operate as consumers — choosing an educational service that will meet the learning needs
of their child? Or are they welfare recipients, who are dependent on the school and the

State to help them to meet their children’s educational and socialisation needs?

1.3 Influence of Parental Identities and Values

Just as parenting practices are influenced by the beliefs and identities of parents,
education policies are influenced by the values and norms of the society in which they
evolve. In Ireland, the dominant ‘status group’ (Collins 1977 p.125) is white, Catholic
and Irish. This ethnic majority is given a structured superior status within the
Constitution (Ireland 1937) and Irish society (Lentin 1999 p.138; Devine et al. 2004
p.246). Others like members of other religions, the travelling community, migrant
workers and refugees, who do not share the social and cultural values of the nation, are
marginalised.

This section highlights the normative practices which underpin Irish society and
the education system. These include citizenship, gender, social class, religion and family
forms. Their impact on parenting practices and the education system, in particular the
policy of parental involvement in their children’s education, will be considered. In

addition, the links between education and other State policies are explored.

1.3.1 Citizenship

Democracy is a central principle in the Irish Constitution (Ireland 1937). All
adult citizens, irrespective of gender and social class, have political rights (O’Halloran
2004 p.20). Politics is organised on the model of a liberal democracy (Peillon 1995
p.365; Daly and Yeates 2003 p.87) with political competition making the parties
responsive to the needs and claims of as wide a range of interests as possible. The catch-
all nature of the main political parties makes them reluctant to define their ideals and
policies. However, the relationship between a general sense of economic well-being and
the electoral popularity of the incumbent parties (Mair 1992 p.376; Smith 2004 p.512)
ensures that they focus more on economic and social politics than in most other western
European party systems. This has resulted in a marked expansion in State intervention
(O’Connell and Rottman 1992 p.206), with the electorate being treated like consumers

(O’Halloran 2004 p.23), whose vote can be bought by gimmicks and stunts.

12



‘Partnership’, which allows organised socio-economic interest groups to be
involved in the process of public decision-making, is firmly embedded within the Irish
political psyche (Ginsburg 2001; Taylor 2005 p.50). It has formed the cornerstone of
government strategy since the beginning of the 1990s and is perceived as having
contributed significantly to Ireland’s economic regeneration. Cooperative approaches to
policy-making and implementation are now considered superior to the traditional
systems. As a result, the Irish State uses social partnership to develop policy in all areas,
including education. However, this process is not without its problems. The need to
achieve a wide consensus often prevents clear policy choices (O’Donnell and Thomas
2002 p.181) and limits decisions to the parameters decided by the interest groups
(Compston 2002 p.313). In addition, the government retains ultimate responsibility for
decision making (Department of the Taoiseach 2006 p.74) and continues to maintain
strategic control along with defining the roles and spheres of influence of the different
partners (Green 1997 p.168; Connelly 2007).

The policy processes used by the Irish State are illuminating. The formal process
begins with public consultations, which may include public meetings, displays in public
buildings and requests for written submissions from the general public through
advertisements in the newspapers. Reports are then written and published. Negotiations
with related interest groups or social partners take place. Finally, after a highly
publicised passage through both houses of the Oireachtas or the local council, the law,
plan or regulation is passed. Persistence, one’s organisational power base along with an
effective use of the media appears to determine the amount of influence one has over
these changes.

One of the remarkable features of Irish life is the involvement of people in
community groups, resident groups and lobbying campaigns of all kinds (OECD 1997
p.146; Mc Manus 2004 p.80). However, the number of people offering their services as
volunteers has dropped (Molloy 2005 p.136). People are too busy, too stressed and too
exhausted to find the time. They are also devoting more time to self-advancement and
career-based study rather than community involvement (O’Mahony and Prunty 2007
p.9).

The pervasiveness of the clientelistic networks in Irish politics (Mair 1992 p.395;
O’Halloran 2004 p.19) reflects the priority that is given to individual interests. The
politician’s role can be described as both that of a messenger and a legislator (Naughton

2004 p.105; O’Malley 2004). Citizens have easy access to them at both national and
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local level through their constituency clinics. At their bequest, politicians raise issues
with the appropriate minister or public servant. This system has the advantage of
providing a two-way communication between citizens and legislators, where individual
grievances are addressed. However, the disadvantage is that politicians can focus
entirely on helping individuals to circumvent policies (O’Malley 2004 p.103) instead of
collective concerns. By promoting individualism over the common good, it erodes
citizenship (O’ Sullivan 1992 p.466; O’Halloran 2004 p.22) and limits public debate to
immediate concerns rather long-term policy issues (Kelleghan and McGee 2005 p.23).

As de-facto citizenship is impossible without social and economic rights, the
welfare State was created to provide individuals with the opportunity to be become full
and pro-active members of society (Walters 1997 p.222; Bottery 2005 p.268). It has
enabled the change from private to public patriarchy (Walby 1994). When necessary, it
becomes the ‘good parent’ (Pinkney 2000 p.116), who supplements or replaces poor and
inadequate parents. However, the right of parents as citizens to lead their lives in
accordance with their own convictions appears to limit the State’s right to intervene in
family life (Snik ez al. 2004 p.182). In addition, the Irish State prefers to sponsor market
solutions, encourage private welfare provision as the norm and to limit public
responsibilities to acute market failures (Esping-Anderson 2002a p.15; Fine-Davis et al.
2004 p.59). The HSCL scheme and DEIS Action Plan (DES 2005d) are part of these
preventative measures.

In recent years there has been a major revision of the substance of Irish identity.
As represented by the Celtic Tiger, consumerism and economic growth now vie with
Catholicism and nationalism as the basis of collective identity (Keohane and Kuhling
2004). There has been a transformation in the status of women, work practices and
household forms (Commission on the Family 1998; Esping-Anderson 2002b; Central
Statistics Office [CSO] 2007). Increasing prosperity has meant that more citizens than
ever before have a stake in the economy through well-paid jobs, their homes and other
personal assets (Flannery 2004 p.63). Modern communication systems, such as the
Internet and satellite television, allow unprecedented access to the global flow of ideas,
information and cultural products (Green 1997 p.162). Membership of the EU (European
Union) provides a bench mark against which the competence of the State can be judged.
The European ‘average’ and the OECD league tables enables citizens to see their
national policies within a broader context and highlights their government’s ability to

deliver key services (Leonard 2005 pp.94-5).
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1.3.2 Gender

Traditionally gender influenced the role parents played in their children’s lives.
Mothers were responsible for housework and childcare, while fathers supported the
family financially. The Constitution (Ireland 1937) is based on this paradigm of
patriarchal familism, or the male breadwinner model (Scannell 1988; Fahey 1998 p.386).
It conferred power and status on men in the public spheres of work, politics and religion,
confined women to the private sphere of the home and protected marriage as an
institution. This resulted in discrimination against both fathers and mothers. Mothers
were denied their rights as individual equal citizens, while fathers’ rights were
dependent on their relationship with the child’s mother (Commission on the Family
1998; Mc Keown et al. 1998). This model of the mother-child relationship, rather the
triangular mother-child-father relationship, is the paradigm that tends to dominate
contemporary social science, child psychology and psychoanalysis (Mc Keown et al.
1998 p.50). In recent years, there has been a move towards egalitarian individualism,
which protects the personal rights of individual citizens (Fahey 1998).

There has also been a move towards the ‘adult worker’ model in which paid
work is a central principle of self-sufficiency and responsibility for both men and
women (Williams 2004 p.6). As a result, more mothers are working outside the home.
While this may limit their involvement with their children’s school (Graue ez al. 2001
p.487), it does not have to limit their involvement in their children’s education. Once
mothers have conquered the time and space challenges, they may use home learning,
their support network and work place to monitor and support their children’s education
(Weiss et al. 2003). In addition with the increase in their responsibilities, they may
perceive paying for private tuition and tutors as far more beneficial to their children’s
learning than they themselves getting personally involved in providing unpaid labour
and fund raising for their children’s school.

Keeping fathers stuck in their traditional role, Mc Keown et al. (1998 p.208)
argued, prevents them from developing to their full potential as fathers. Gender bias in
society ignores the domestic and childcare work of fathers and tries to discourage them
from getting involved with children at all. At birth the father is treated as the secondary
supporting parent. They are expected by their employers to work long hours, which
limits their involvement with their children (Williams ez al. 1998; Van Dreuth et al.
1999 p.623; Fine-Davis et al. 2004 p.229). In women-centred venues, such as play

groups, playgrounds and schools, they feel out of place and uneasy especially when
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mothering networks keep a suspicious ‘watchful eye’ on them (Doucet 2006). In the
legal sphere, mothers have more rights and are perceived to control the father-child
relationship (Corcoran 2005 p.143). Non-resident fathers are expected to pay
maintenance even if their access to the children is restricted (Mc Keown 2001 p.27).
State services and supports treat parenting as synonymous with mothering and either
ignores fathers or fails to make the necessary contacts with them (Mc Keown 2001;
David 2004 p.221).

With more mothers working outside the home, there is evidence that fathers are
taking more responsibility for childcare (Williams ez al. 1998 p.494). Both Andrews
(2005 p.64) and Osnowitz (2005) found that fathers were as emotionally responsive and
nurturing of children as mothers and had no problems undertaking the visible
responsibilities typically associated with motherhood, such as school related activities
and medical appointments. Recent research has highlighted the positive impact of father
involvement on educational attainment (Flouri and Buchanan 2004 pp.149-150) and
decision making (Brooks 2004).

Despite the trend towards egalitarian individualism, parental involvement in
schools tends to be a gendered activity (Abrahamson ez al. 2005 p.47). While the
mothers’ role has been extended to include both traditional male and female
responsibilities (David 2004), fathers continue to be absent or shadowy figures in their
children’s education. Despite asking for both parents’ participation, it was mainly
mothers who agreed to be interviewed in Graue ef al.’s (2001 pp.475-6) study. They
observed that while fathers attended official school functions, mothers predominated in
the face-to-face interactions at the school. In Lareau’s (1997 p.711) study, only a few
fathers had very specific information about the school. Most depended on their wives to
collect and store this information. However, Brooks (2004 p.501) argued that it would be
wrong to assume that there was a correlation between the level of involvement and the
level of influence on educational decision making. Fathers played an important role in
their children’s higher education choices as a result of their access to particular forms of
social capital (Amato 1998 p.268; Brooks 2004 p.505). While mothers may have access
to better information about the schools, fathers may have more information about the
qualifications and skills necessary to succeed in the workplace.

At its core, being a parent involves taking responsibility for one’s children.
Behaviours by fathers, which impact on children, are no different to those of mothers

(Mc Keown ef al. 1998). While childcare remains primarily a women’s responsibility,

16



with the majority of ‘educational work’ being carried out by mothers, fathers are both
able and willing, if required, to assume the role of ‘labourer of educational choice’
(Brooks 2004 p.512). Geist (2005 p.30) found that the domestic division of labour
depended on the gender ideology of men and women, the number of hours they worked

and their relative financial resources.

13.3 Social Class

While social class influences the identity of parents, there is disagreement about
its influence on their involvement in their children’s education. Some would suggest that
it is the parents’ commitment to (Coleman 1998 p.10) and interest in (Drudy and Lynch
1993 p.154-7; Clancy 1995 p.488) education rather than their social class (Dustmann
2004), which makes the difference. The social capital (Putnam 2000 p.296) of the
parents, along with their sense of ‘entitlement’ (Vincent 2001 p. 348) as regards their
children’s education, is also influential. However, Bourdieu (1977a p.497) found that ‘a
very pronounced correlation may be observed between academic success and the
family’s cultural capital measured by the academic level of the forbears over two
generations on both sides of the family’. He (Bourdieu 1997 p.48) suggested that the
domestic transmission of cultural capital, which is inextricably linked to social class and
economic capital, is ‘the best hidden and socially most determinant educational
investment’. Other studies have also shown that education is a proxy for privilege or
middle class values (Putnam 2000 p.95) and it is educated parents who are normally
most active in fostering the human capital development of their children (De Graaf et al
2000 p.105; Craig 2006 p.563).

Lynch and Lodge (2002 p.63) suggest that social class is a silent subject where
euphemistic language, such as good, bad, disadvantaged, marginalised, is used to
describe the problem. They (Lynch and Lodge 2002 p.183) suggested that inequality
works at two levels. Firstly, national policies create serious economic inequalities
between classes. As a result, low income working class households are seriously
disadvantaged as they lack the money, transport, time and sometimes even the
knowledge to discriminate between schools. Middle class families, because of their
social, cultural and economic capital, are able to take full advantage of the system and
make the freest choices (Schultz p.S3; Bourdieu 1974). The State needs to recognise

how much parental success is interwoven in to a system of opportunity and equality of
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life chances that are set by economic and political priorities (Furstenberg et al. 1999
p.226; Zappone 2002 p.41).

Being an advocate for your child at school is one of the most important roles a
parent plays in the education system. The sense of ‘entitlement’ (Vincent 2001 p.348) of
disadvantaged parents was such that they assumed that they had neither the capacity nor
the right to intervene in school matters and reacted with either anger or resigned
acceptance (McNamara Horvat et al. 2003 p.14). They felt constantly under pressure to
demonstrate that they were ‘good’ parents by caring for their children, valuing education
and turning their children out clean and tidy (Carlen et al. 1992 pp.165-6). Due to their
own low levels of educational attainment, some disadvantaged parents lacked
confidence in their ability to help their children (Lareau 1997 p.710). Middle class
parents, on the other hand, believed that they possess similar or superior educational
skills and prestige to the teachers (Lareau 1997 p.708). They use their cultural capital
and social networks to contest the school’s official view of their child’s abilities,
influence the behaviour and selection of teachers, strategically customise their child’s
school career and locate professional advice and expertise (McNamara Horvat ez al.
2003 p.14). Depending on the circumstances, middle class parents react either
collectively or as individuals and will use their networks to link with others who have
the necessary information, expertise or authority to compel the school to follow a
preferred course of action.

Cultural capital (Bourdieu 1997) is an important asset to parents. The middle
class mothers in Reay’s (1998 p.70) study were engaged in an extensive systematic
programme of generating cultural capital for their children. The upper middle class
respondents in De Regt and Weenink’s (2005 p.71) research, who felt unable to force
their lazy, unwilling or unruly child to attend school and complete homework, used their
economic and cultural capital to procure an alternative route in the educational process
for their children. Many disadvantaged parents, Furstenberg et al. (1999 p.226) found,
did not have adequate knowledge of what it takes to achieve in the middle class world.
Not having the cultural and economic resources (Bourdieu 1974; Schultz 1973; 1977) to
subcontract to those who did, these disadvantaged parents tended to focus on the here
and now, believing that the future would take care of itself if they managed to keep their
children in school and out of trouble (Furstenberg et al. 1999 pp.225-6). While agreeing
with the need for education, they found it difficult to prevent their children dropping out

of school (Carlen et al. 1992 pp.148-9). While both sets of parents were similar in their
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feelings of powerlessness around the behaviour of their children, the disadvantaged
parents felt powerless in their relationship with the school and welfare authorities. As a
result, they tended to adopt a resigned fatalism about the outcomes of their children’s
education (Gewirtz et al. 1995 p.44).

According to standard measures, the ill health, emotional and behavioural
problems of children of parents in poor environments/poverty were not much higher than
the population as a whole, which suggests that these parents were managing to care for
their children well (Furstenberg et al. 1999 p.217; Quinton 2004 p.59). In the second of
the two Annual Parent Surveys for an Early Intervention Strategy Project in eleven
Scottish urban authorities, characterised by extensive social disadvantage and
educational underachievement, the picture of the educational life in these, often hard
pressed, families was encouragingly upbeat and positive (Bastiani 2000 p.20). A
majority provided regular encouragement and practical support for their children’s
school learning and were actively engaged as a family in a wide range of educational
activities, both in the home and throughout the wider community. In its review of the
implementation of the revised curriculum, the National Council for Curriculum and
Assessment (NCCA) (2005b pp.207-8) found that the parents in disadvantaged schools
were much more involved in their children’s learning at school than those in middle
class schools. Similarly, the working class parents in Reay’s (1998 p.62) study talked in
terms of regular involvement spanning curricular as well as social issues. However,
absenteeism is higher in the most disadvantaged urban schools with almost a quarter
missing twenty days or more in the school year 2004-05 (NEWB 2005 p.27). In
comparison only 7% of students in the least urban disadvantaged schools missed twenty
days or more.

The policy of parental involvement is implemented differently in middle class
and disadvantaged schools. In disadvantaged areas, schools have the benefit of the
HSCL programme, which is a specific intervention to help the disadvantaged access the
educational and cultural advantages of the middle classes. This is further discussed in
Chapter Two. Parental involvement in middle class schools is entirely dependent on the
awareness of the BOM of its responsibilities towards parents, the goodwill of the
principal and the voluntary activities of the Parents Association and individual parents.
While parental involvement in their children’s education in middle class and

disadvantaged schools will be compared in this research, Furstenberg ez al. (1999 p.224)
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found that resourceful parents, who have at their command an array of family

management practices, are more likely to succeed regardless of where they live.

1.3.4 Religious Values

For many parents, religion is a key influence on their identity and values (Herbert
2003 p.3). Not only does their religion support their spiritual beliefs, but it encourages
the development of their social capital. Putnam (2000 p.66) found that faith
communities, in which people worshipped together, provided an important incubator for
civic skills and norms. In Ireland, it appears to be similar with Church-goers more likely
to volunteer (Taskforce on Active Citizenship 2007b p.14; CSO 2007b p.29).

For historical reasons, there has been a close identification between Irish
citizenship and Catholicism (Herbert 2003 p.11; Williams 2005 p.34). The Catholic
Church was the dominant interest group in the State up to the late 1950s. By providing
legitimacy, external recognition and stability to the newly established republic
(Hornsby-Smith 1992 p.275; NicGhiolla Phadraig 1995 pp.599-609), it played an
important role in the formation and development of the State. Through its monopoly
over morality and the acceptable standards of behaviour, the Catholic Church formed a
collective orthodoxy, which permeated the Constitution (Ireland 1937) along with civil
society and the interest groups within it (Keogh 1988; Inglis 2000 p.50; Lodge 2004
p.21). Together with the State, it controlled and dominated most aspects of people’s lives
(Hilliard 2003). While the majority passively accepted the situation, others adopted a
strategy of deliberate distancing.

In recent years, there has been a major change in the relationship between the
Catholic Church and the Irish people. Membership of the EU, the expansion of the
welfare state and an increasingly multi-cultural society has altered the status of the
Church (NicGhiolla Phéadraig 1995 p.612; Fuller 2002). It has been forced to move from
a situation of total control and domination to one where it is unsure of its role in a
“status-conventional society” (Waters 2000 p.54). The bishops are no longer
paternalistic authority figures, who can issue diktats, which will be obeyed. Politicians
are influenced far more by EU policy agendas, social partnership agreements and the
demands of the electorate than by the advice or warnings of the bishops. A clear
distinction has been drawn between the Church’s teaching on morality and State law
(Fuller 2002 p.247) with both the legislators and the electorate expected to act according

to their consciences.
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In the past, women played a crucial role in passing on the faith to their children
and creating vocations. Both Inglis (1998 p.24) and Fuller (2002) agreed that the
rigorous moral discipline imposed by the Catholic Church on the State could not have
been attained without the “Irish Mother”. She was the Church’s representative in the
home, supervising the moral conduct of her husband and children. As was seen earlier,
the move from patriarchal familism to egalitarian individualism means that parenting is
increasingly perceived as joint responsibility. European gender equality legislation,
along with the development of feminism and the women’s movement, has given women
economic and political power. They are no longer dependent on the moral power of the
Church (Inglis 1998; Fuller 2002 p.239). Today, the global media, with their educational
and psychological experts, appear to influence mothers and their parenting practices
more than the Church and the ‘Irish Mother’ can no longer be relied on to inculcate
religious values in her children.

According to Lynch and Lodge (2002 p.142), religion was of little relevance to
the young people in their study. Fulton (2000b p.161) described the young Catholics in
his study as consumers at the supermarket of post-material and spiritual goods. This has
been described as “a la carte Catholicism” (Pollard 2001 p.86), with the Catholic faith
being seen as just one possibility in a range of religious options. With individual
conscience displacing external authority, the gap between the institutional Church’s
position on personal morality and the views and practices of most young believers has
widened (Fulton 2000b p.169). In addition, the prestige and credibility of the Church has
been undermined by a series of scandals, which have compromised the role of the
bishops as moral guides and the Church'’s ability to proclaim the gospel (Fuller 2002
p.252). It appears that like in America the decline in religious participation can be
attributed mainly to generational differences (Putnam 2000 p.72).

While there may be a consistent decline in the number of Catholics, it important
to acknowledge that 86.8% of the population described themselves as Roman Catholics
in the 2006 Census (CSO 2007a p.31). Catholicism continues to remain part of the Irish
identity and a significant source of social interaction (Dowling 2000 p.68; Taskforce on
Active Citizenship 2007b p.13). Fahey (1992a pp.257-9) suggested that convention,
social conformity and a stubborn allegiance to the Church, rather than strong personal
conviction, underlies some of the devotionalism of Irish Catholics. Due to pressure from
extended family and neighbours, parents may find it difficult to break their links with the
Church (Fulton 2000b p.164). Religious rituals, which incorporate members in to a
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group (McGuire 2002 p.235), remain important secular family and community
celebrations (Lodge 1999 p.213). Baptism, First Communion and Confirmation continue
to be significant sacramental occasions in the life of a child and his or her parents.
Social stability, according to Hunt (2002 p.61) rests on a shared morality.
Religion has an important function in enforcing a value consensus and the symbolic
‘worshiping’ of society. The new ‘civil religion” (Hunt 2002 p.61) in Ireland, which is
perhaps best represented by the celebration of St Patrick’s Day, retains many of the
symbols and characteristics of Catholicism. While differences in beliefs are
acknowledged, they tend to be incorporated into the views of the majority. ‘Newcomer’
and other minority groups are expected to live by the norms of Irish society (Taskforce

on Active Citizenship 2007c p.22)

1.3.5 Family or Lifestyle Factors

Epstein and Seyong (1995 p.122) argued that time was an important element in
the nature and extent of home-school partnership. The age of both parents and children
along with family size and form influence parenting practices.

The age of both the parent and their children may impact on parental
involvement in their children’s education. Volunteering and community involvement is
higher among older people (CSO 2007b p.29; Taskforce on Active Citizenship 2007b
p.3) with young people the least likely to get involved. They prefer to prioritise the
personal and private over the public and collective (Putnam 2000 p.259). However,
Murphy (2002 p.90) found that the age of the parent was irrelevant. First time parents
were more likely to get involved with those with older children feeling that they had
done their share. Other studies were similar. They found that involvement tended to
decrease from junior to senior class (Ryan 1994 p.26; DES 2005a p.63; NCCA 2005
p.208).

The gender of the child also influences the parent-child relationship. Girls were
more likely to involve their parents in their education both at home and at school
(Edwards and Alldred 2000 p.448). They were also more likely to do more family and
self care than boys (Evertsson 2006).

Family size has decreased in Ireland from over four children in the 1960s to less
than two in 2006 (CSO 2007a p.20). This will influence parenting practices as fewer
children means that parents have more resources to invest in quality per child (Schultz

1973 p.S8). Large families create a very high demand for unpaid labour in the home
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while the costs of childcare are similarly multiplied (Fahey and Russell 2001 p.57). They
are also more likely to live in social housing than other families with children (Fahey
and Russell 2001 pp.61-2). Mothers of large families are more likely to be older and
have lower education qualifications. While family size may not influence the love and
care parents have for their children, it is more difficult to give children individual
attention in large families. Children in large families have to learn to share their time,
belongings and space with others. In contrast, only children are more likely to have the
complete attention of their parents. They tend to be over-indulged, over-praised and
mollycoddled (McWilliams 2006 p.47).

One of the more recent changes in Irish society has been the growth in lone
parent families, headed by women, as a result of marital breakdown and unmarried
mothers (Commission on the Family 1998 pp.97-8; CSO 2007a). These families may
find it more difficult to rear their children, while also securing family income (Fanning
2003 p.14; Hantrais 2004 p.93). Fifty percent of the non-attendance cases, in a survey
done in Dublin in November 1992, were from one-parent families (Department of
Education 1994 p.7). The group of parents, Ryan (1994 p.191), in her report on parental
involvement in the HSCL Scheme, described as ‘uninvolved — needs helps’ were more
likely to be in one-parent families. However, Richardson (2004 pp.244-8) found that the
teenage mothers in her study were concerned and caring about their children and were
generally coping well despite the range of difficulties they faced. Most regretted leaving
school without qualifications and hoped that their children would remain in education
and gain good employment (Richardson 2004 pp.249). While studies have found that
children in lone-parent families have a lower level of educational attainment compared
with children in two-parent families, the education levels of the parents appear to have a
far greater impact (Dronkers 1994 p.186; Crozier and Davies 2006 p.681). Lone
parenting is not solely class-related (Nolan and Whelan 1999 p.112)

1.3.6 Summary

As parental identities and values have such an influence on their parenting
practices, this research will examine their impact on home-school partnership. How will
participants’ perceptions of themselves as citizens influence their relationship with the
school? Will there be a difference between how mothers and fathers lead and manage
their children’s education? Are middle class and disadvantaged parents similar in their

attitudes towards child rearing and schooling? How does economic and cultural capital
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influence parenting practices? What difference will the HSCL scheme make to the
involvement of parents in disadvantaged schools? Finally, how will the religious beliefs
and life stages of the respondents influence their involvement in their children’s
education? What impact has the forces of Church paternalism, political clientelism
(O’Sullivan 1992 p.464) and egalitarian individualism (Fahey 1998) on parental

involvement in their children’s schools?

1.4 Partnership at National Level

Culturally prescribed concepts like partnership are invested with considerable
power (O’ Sullivan 1989 p.221). They define the boundaries of normality and demand
allegiance for the purpose of meaningful human contact. It is therefore important to
analyse not only why and how a concept like partnership is used but whose interests it
serves. The development of the national policy of partnership in education is described
in further detail in Chapter Two.

The terms ‘partners’ and ‘partnership’ in education, according to Sugrue (2004
p-192) were not widely used before the National Education Convention Report
(Coolahan 1994) and only achieved policy orthodoxy in the White Paper (Department of
Education 1995 p.9). While these days ‘partnership’ is firmly rooted in the educational
landscape, the views of the partners at national level are illuminating. This section
examines those views.

1.4.1 Department of Education and Science (DES)

The Irish education system is highly centralised with curriculum, evaluation and
funding all centrally controlled by the DES. This is perceived as vital to the State
achieving its goals of economic prosperity, social well-being and a good quality of life
for all within a democratically structured society (Department of Education 1995 p.4).
The capacity to supply a highly skilled and qualified workforce is critical to enhancing
the competitiveness of the Irish economy and attracting inward investment (Clancy 1995
p.479; DES 1998b p.6; Murphy 2003). The DES’s mission statement reflects these
priorities: i

The mission of the Department of Education is to ensure the provision of a
comprehensive, cost-effective and accessible education system of the highest quality,
as measured by international standards, which will:
e cnable individuals to develop to their full potential as persons and to
participate fully as citizens in society and
e contribute to social and economic development
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(Department of Education 1995 p.193)
To achieve these goals, the State feels that it must be able to decide on

the period during which a child must attend school, the length of the school day,

the subject matter to be taught and the manner of teaching. Children and parents

must abide by the school’s regime, subject only to the parents’ rights to withdraw

their children from religious instruction. The minimum standard of education

should be based on expert advice and opinion, best practice in countries with

whom Ireland shares similar economic and social conditions and the actual

circumstance which prevail in society

(Department of Education 1994 p.5)

It appears that parents’ role as the primary educators of their children is limited by the
norms of the DES and its educational experts. This is in keeping with the government’s
retention of the ultimate responsibility for policy decision-making (Department of the
Taoiseach 2006 p.74). Partnership is defined as consulting the social partners on policy
proposals and the design of implementation arrangements.

The DES considers ‘raising awareness of the importance of families and
communities in providing encouragement and the right setting for effective learning’ as
one of the challenges facing the education system (DES 2005e p.13). To this end and as
part of its responsibility to provide for those children whose parents have neglected their
duty (Ireland 1937), the DES, in conjunction with various voluntary and statutory
agencies, provides a range of preventative initiatives, which target disaffected and
marginalised pupils and their families (Commission on the Family 1998; Murphy 2000).
Schools with disadvantaged status have DES funded programmes such as the Early Start
Pre-School Intervention Programme, the HSCL and the SCP. These have been integrated
under DEIS, the DES’s action plan for social inclusion (DES 2005d), which aims to
enhance the educational achievement of pupils and to promote their retention in the
education system.

By providing children with pre-school and after-school meals, homework
support, along with extra-curricular sporting and cultural activities, these schools are
becoming an extension of the home (Heeney 2006 p.148). While home-school
partnership is a theme running though the documentation, these programmes are often
devised without dialogue or consultation with the parents who will be most affected by
them (Hanafin and Lynch 2002 p.37). As their emphasis is on increasing children’s

chances of educational success along with the capabilities and skills of their parents
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(DES 2005d p.40; Hanafin 2006 p.1), they tend to concentrate on parent information and
education programmes (Commission on the Family 1998; Murphy 2000; Conaty 2002)
rather than parental involvement in decision-making and governance (DES 2006b).
Middle class parents, on the other hand, are an important lobby and are perceived
by the government as a key sounding board for educational policy (Biastiani 1989 p.5,
Kilfeather 2003 p.243) and a source of electoral support. Media recommendations (Reid
2004 p.3) to a newly appointed Minister for Education included the advice that policies,
which upset parents, especially middle class voting ones, are best avoided. However,
despite parent bodies insisting on equal representation with other educational partners,
their role remains both ambiguous and heavily circumscribed. Power remains in the
hands of a heavily centralised government department, the patron of the schools and the
industrial agreements between the teachers’ unions and the State (Tovey and Share 2003

p.194).

1.4.2 Irish National Teachers Organisation (INTO)

The INTO, which represents Primary School teachers, is among the most
powerful white-collar unions in the country. It enjoys direct negotiating rights with the
government along with representation on statutory and investigative bodies on various
aspects of education (Clancy 1999 p.84). With a growing influence within the Irish
Congress of Trade Unions in helping to set the agendas of the various national
understandings negotiated since the late 1980s, the INTO may prevent certain issues
getting on the policy agenda and circumscribe the range of solutions that are considered.
It fears that DES’s promotion of partnership with parents is an attempt to curtail its
power (Walshe 1999 p.115) and restrict its professionalism.

The INTO believes that increased parental involvement has the potential to
transform schools into organisations where the work of both teachers and parents is
recognised, valued and appreciated (INTO 1997). However, its members are concerned
that the increasing parental involvement in schools, particularly to the point of
partnership, could be a threat to their professional status and competence (INTO 1997
'p'.l17). Not only do teachers feel, as professionals, that they should be guiding the agenda
but they also want to remain the final arbiters of professional matters in schools (INTO
1997 p.9; De Paor 2003 p.167) with parental involvement in the classroom at the
discretion of the principal and the individual class teacher (INTO 1997 p.118). It appears

that the INTO wishes to limit the parents’ position to the traditional role of ‘supporter’.
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1.4.3 The Catholic Church

The majority of schools (3,104/3,386, 2005 figures) in Ireland are still under the
patronage of the Catholic Church (Gaire and Mahon 2005 p.15). Traditionally, education
was perceived as a means of religious socialisation, which would ensure that the Church
maintained its influence and moral control over Irish citizens (Hornsby-Smith 1992
p.275; Tovey and Share 2003 pp.391-402). The rights of parents and the Church were
considered to be complementary (O’ Sullivan 1992 p.465). It was implicitly understood
that the patron or trustee acted on behalf of parents who wished their children to be
educated in the Catholic tradition (Coolahan 1994 p.24; Clancy 1999 p.86). In reality,
the lack of a genuine alternative combined with the social and religious consequences
meant that parents had no choice but to send their children to Catholic schools (Inglis
1998 pp.57-8; Tuohy 2005 p.120). This allowed the Church to monitor parents and
ensure that children were instructed in to and imbued with the Church’s teaching (Inglis
1998 p.57). In turn, children reintroduced institutional adherence among parents who
may not wish to contradict what was taught in school.

While acknowledging that much of the protection for Catholic schools derives
from the rights of parents as the primary educators of their children and that schools
should be open, welcoming and inclusive places for parents, the Catholic Primary
School Managers’ Association (CPSMA 2004 p.17) hold similar views to the INTO.
They assert that

In a spirit of collaboration and trust, the Constitution of the Parents Association
will recognise that there are areas of school activity which belong to the
professional work of the teachers. There will also be a recognition that certain
areas of responsibility (e.g. finance) belong to the Board of Management.
(CPSMA 2004 p.17)
The CPSMA appears to want parents to remain in their traditional role as ‘silent

partners’ (O’ Sullivan 1992 p.465) or ‘supporters’.

1.4.4 National Parents Council Primary (NPCP)

Traditionally, parents were not included in the decision-making processes at
either national or local level. During the 1970s a number of parent associations and at
least two national associations were established. In 1985 the NPCP was established by
the Minister for Education, Gemma Hussey, and the inspectorate as part of the
Government Programme for Action in Education (OECD 1997 p.146; NPCP 2006 p.22).

With its aim to improve the education of children and to support the involvement of
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parents in their children’s education (NPCP 2007b), the NPCP emphasises partnership
and respect for the other parties in education rather than control (Hyland 1995, Colgan
2003). Insisting that the principles enshrined in Article 42 of the Constitution must
permeate all educational change, they have been fully involved in the development of
recent educational policy and have representatives on the primary education committees
set up by the DES (Kilfeather 2003 p.243). However, its parent body appear to focus
more on local issues with the most frequent calls to its helpline being about bullying
behaviour in schools (NPCP 2006 p.4)

The heterogeneous nature of the parent body (OECD 1997 p.16) and ensuring
that spokespersons are truly representative poses difficulties for the NPCP (Clancy 1999
p.86). Casual observation, according to Drudy and Lynch (1993 p.126), would suggest
that Parents Associations are female dominated and predominately middle class. Their
present structures limit the representation and participation of parents nationally. A
school needs to have a Parents Association affiliated to the NPCP before its parents can
access the NPCP (Colgan 2003; Kilfeather 2005 p.194). It is also dependent on school
principals and BOMs to give information to parents. At present, the NPCP are in the
process of modernising to meet the identified needs of parents and to make the
organisation more flexible, responsive and inclusive (Kilfeather 2005 p.194; NPCP
2007a).

In addition to the NPCP, parents, supported by Article 42 and various Catholic
fundamentalist groups, have questioned the direction of religious, moral and social
education. They have been quite influential in preventing the full implementation of the
Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE) programme and have ensured that SPHE is
the only curriculum subject where it is recommended that parents are involved in the
development and implementation of the whole school policy (DES 2003b) and need to

be fully informed of the content and teaching approaches (DES 2000a p.38).

1.4.5 Summary

In other words, to paraphrase Chomsky (1987 p.127), partnership is encouraged
but within certain parameters defined by the existing power blocks (Blenkin ez al. 1992
p.54; Macbeth and Ravn 1994 p.10; Fletcher 1999 p.171). This means that home-school
partnership is perceived solely in terms of the willingness and capacity of parents to
support the school and other educational partners (Department of Education 1995;
Commission on the Family 1998 p.284; Bastiani 2000 p.21; Lopez 2001 p.4). These
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attitudes appear to limit the constitutional rights of parents as the primary and natural
educators of their children (Ireland 1937) and deny them a genuine role in the process of

shaping wider educational purposes.

1.5 Partnership at Local Level

A notable feature of school administration in the past was the distancing of
parental involvement (Coolahan 1989 p.55). The preferred relationship was one of silent
partnership, with parents pushing the child to do well at home while maintaining a
respectful distance from the teachers (Lareau 1997 p.706; Hargreaves 2000 p.220). The
principal and teachers were responsible for the organisation of school life and the
implementation of the curriculum. Parents were responsible for their children outside
school hours and for supplementing State aid to schools through voluntary contributions,
unpaid labour and other forms of parental involvement (O’Connell and Rottman 1992
pp-218-9; Hill 1996 p.203; Commission on the Family 1998 p.286; Bloch ez al. 2003
p.12). The relatively recent national policy of home-school partnership challenges these
largely taken-for-granted professional and organisational structures.

Many schools treat parents as if they were the estranged partner. They either
consider parents a pain because of their interference or a problem because of their
indifference (Hughes ef al. 1994 p.2, Wyness 1996; Fletcher 1999 p.166). Consequently,
parents are dismissed, either explicitly and/or implicitly, from the process of educating
their child (Coleman 1998 p.13). There can be substantial resistance from teachers to the
idea that parents should be kept informed of their children’s progress and/or allowed
make crucial decisions about their children’s education. This is particularly obvious in
the case of parents who appear to hold values which are antithetical to those of the
school (Hughes et al. 1994 p.164).

While appearing to implement the national policy of parental involvement,
schools can convert it into an institutionally non-threatening form, which serves to
reinforce existing power structures (Drudy and Lynch 1993 p.112; Simpson and Cieslik
2002 pp.119-28; Dickson et al. 2004 p.120). Teachers, especially those concerned about
the parents’ power to question their authority and professional competence, may limit
their contact with parents (Burke 1992 pp.189-90; Stoll and Fink 1996 p.133; INTO
1997 p.17; Scanlon-Feeley 2004 p.103) and use their professional knowledge and
language to keep parents at a distance (Coleman 1998 p.145; Hargreaves 2000 p.220).
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Requests for help can be laden with the social and cultural experiences of the intellectual
and economic elites (Lareau 1997 p.704).

In the so-called partnership between home and school, the home can be treated as
the junior partner, with parents feeling that they are in a no-win situation with the school
(Carlen et al. 1992 p.138; Hughes 1994 p.195). Despite the presence of Parents
Associations and parent representatives on the BOM, many parents feel that there are
few opportunities for them to voice their views on issues which are directly affecting
their children’s lives (Hughes 1994 p.196; Hanafin and Lynch 2002 p.40). The parents in
Hanafin and Lynch’s (2002 p.45) study were particularly resentful of decisions taken at
school level over which they had no control but which cost them money. When they
questioned these or other matters they were made to feel uncomfortable and unwelcome.

There are also question marks over the scope for lay and professional people to
engage in dialogue (Vincent 2001 p.347). The current education system is not designed
for partnership between parents and teachers. It can be difficult to find ways to harness
home-learning without disrupting the established system or putting undue pressure on
teachers and parents (Macbeth 1994 p.79). In addition, providing opportunities for a
more participative role for parents at school level is no guarantee that they will be taken
up or used (Munn 1998 p.392). Parents may have similar attitudes to many citizens who,
as Irvin and Stansbury (2004 pp.58-9) found, prefer to pay people to do the decision
making and the work rather than get personally involved. This may be because they are
preoccupied with their personal lives, uninformed and/or apathetic or they prefer to
control behaviour by participating in a non-decision making process (Held 1989 p.62).
The partnership process may be perceived by parents as a system of elite decision
making and public ratification with the political processes providing an appearance of
democratic control that masks where the real power lies (Chomsky 1987 p.6; Held 1989
p.-61; Riordan 2003; pp.60-1).

Educational goals are rarely disputed in Ireland (Tuohy 2005 p.118). The key
issue is how schools will implement them. Schools must balance the demands from the
state, society and parents with their long-term institutional requirements and the needs of
their pupils. While schools are free to prioritise using the school development planning
process, they must work within the policy framework provided by the State. Circulars
from the DES and the patron of the school keep them informed of their duties, with
regular inspections ensuring accountability. Schools, through their interactions with

parents, will determine the extent to which this national policy of parental involvement
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will be effective (Fitz 1994 p.55). They will determine whether parents have a voice, get
a hearing or are just ignored (Fine 1997 p.467). The degree to which the policy differs

from the existing status quo in the school the more difficult it will be to implement.

1.6  Definition of Partnership

As Chapter Two will outline, the term ‘partnership’ was an element in both the
discourse and documentation on Irish educational legislative and curriculum changes. A
‘partnership’ is generally viewed as a formal agreement between two or more parties
that will provide them with mutual benefits (Levin 2004 p.171). However, the term,
being part of the symbolic political and social language, embraces a wide range of
concepts. Burgos (2004) describes it as a ‘floating and empty signifier’, a universal
value, which means a lot of different things to different people.

Some view partnership as means of making schools more accountable and
thereby improving both their performance and the State’s human capital (Macbeth and
Ravn 1994 p.3; Cullingford 1996a p.1; INTO 1997 p.114; OECD 1997 pp.26-7). Others
see it as an ideology to regulate parents in relation to their children’s education (Carlen
et al. 1992; Ozga 2000). The OECD (1997 p.52), while aware of the different meanings
and interpretations, described it as ““ a process (their italics) — learning to work together
and valuing what each partner can bring to the relationship”. Concepta Conaty, the

National Coordinator of the HSCL scheme interpreted partnership as follows:

Partnership presupposes equality and implies that the relationship has been
formed on the basis that each has an equally important contribution to make to
the whole. It implies a commitment to working together, exploring possibilities,
planning, decision-making and on-going evaluation...... Partnership as a way of
working is challenging and calls for changes in individual and corporate
attitudes, methods of work and structure, particularly on the part of the school.
Conaty (2002 p.71)
Partnership is often viewed as a form of democracy (Heywood 1997 p.69).
People’s definitions of partnership often correspond with their preferred model of
democracy and their views on the proper relationship between the State and its citizens.
For those who favour the liberal individualism model, the purpose of democracy is to lay
down a framework of laws within which individuals are allowed to conduct their own

lives and pursue their own interests. On the other hand there are those who believe in

radical democracy, which allows people to participate in any decisions, which affect

31



their lives (Heywood 1997 p.69). Partnership, as operated in Ireland, tends to draw from
both models. The legislation, curriculum and official documentation make up the
framework of laws, within which schools and parents have to operate. Parents, through
the NPCP, are involved nationally in drawing up these frameworks. They are also
supposed to be involved locally through the BOM, Parents Association and the
development of the school plan (Ireland 1998; DES 2006b; DES 2006c).

Underlying the national debate on partnership is the question: who has the
ultimate authority as regards the education of the child? The fact that education and
schooling takes place at the intersection of two sets of rights, those of the family and
society, means that there can be tensions between its public and private benefits and
goals (Department of Education 1994 p.5; Levin 2004). Article 42 (Ireland 1937)
enshrines the principle of parental supremacy in the education of their children (Ireland
1992 p.32; Whyte 1992 p.84). The role of the State is to protect and promote the
constitutional rights of parents along with a limited right to prescribe the attainment of a
minimum education (Coolahan 1981 p.156). It also has the duty of providing for those
children whose parents have neglected their duty (Ireland 1937; O’ Sullivan 1992 p.465;
Fuller 2002 p.75). However, in the post-industrial era, control of the education system is
vital if the State is to ensure an educated and flexible workforce, which will sustain an
efficient, competitive, knowledge-based economy (Department of Education 1995
p-207; OECD 1997 p.22; Esping-Anderson 2002b p.28; Hantrais 2004 p.100). In
addition, a democratic society has the right to reproduce its most essential political,
economic and social institutions through a common schooling experience (Levin 2004
p-172). As a result, there can be a conflict between the values and norms of the family
versus those of the State (Coleman 1990 p.603). National educational policy normally
promotes the public interest, while allowing as much of the private interest as can be
accommodated without bringing the two into serious conflict (Levin 2004 p.174). The
result is a tacit partnership between home and school.

However, problems arise because Irish educational policy debate can be quite
restricted (O’ Sullivan 1989; Kellaghan and McGee 2005 p.15). Frequently used
concepts, like partnership, are rarely elaborated on or analysed sufficiently. Politicians
and bureaucrats, according to Williams (2005 p.100), tend to agree on the public goals
for education and avoid contentious topics that could give rise to genuine disagreement.

Pragmatic improvements, high profile issues and catch-all slogans appear to be
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preferable to genuine debates on values and ideology. Sugrue and Gleeson (2004 p.279)
suggest that

... partnership had become little more than an ideological predisposition of key
stakeholders in the Irish Education System who use it as a strategy to legitimate
their interests and policies. As currently played out, it is flawed and suspect,
particularly, from the perspective of maintaining and perpetuating power
relations, and a generally cautious and conservative approach to reforms that tend
to (re)produce (their brackets) rather than transform existing social relations.
Home-school partnership can be perceived as a symbolic policy. Its

implementation, particularly the practicalities of how and when it is both appropriate and
necessary for schools and parents to collaborate, are rarely addressed at national level
(Kellaghan and McGee 2005 p.15). For the purposes of this research, educational
partnership will be defined as

The relationship between parents, the school, the State and the Catholic Church
in supporting and planning for the best possible education for children both at
home and at school.

While the formal alliance and contractual agreement, which Epstein (1992
p.1140) argued partnership implied, is not always present in these relationships, there is
certainly an implicit and informal agreement to work toward shared goals (Sykes 2001

p.274).

1.7  Conclusion
Developing and implementing national policy is a complex and dynamic process.

This chapter examined the context in which the national policy of home-school
partnership was developed. The role parents’ play in their children’s education will
determine their involvement in their children’s education and schooling. The terms,
educator, supporter, welfare recipient and consumer, were used to illustrate the values of
parents, their relationship with the school and their interest and involvement in their
children’s education. The extent, to which parents are involved in their children
education at home and in school, both formally and informally, forms a large part of this
study.

Variables, such as citizenship, gender, social class, religion and family forms
influence national policies and parenting styles. The impact of the changing cultural
values and norms of Irish society parents and their involvement in their children’s

education is explored in this research.
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Partnership has different meanings, connotations and applications depending on
who is using the term. National education policy is developed through partnership
between the State and the major interest groups in education, using democratic processes
and dialogue. Parents and teachers are expected to work in partnership at local level. The
issues surrounding the promotion of the concept in Irish education were outlined in this
chapter. As the literature suggests that most parents prefer to be silent supporters, it will
be interesting to note how many are active partners in their children’s education
(Department of Education 1995 p.9).

Having described the extraneous and personal factors, which impact on parental
involvement and national policy, Chapter Two outlines the development and content of
national policy and defines the criteria for evaluating its impact on parents. It also

outlines key influences, both nationally and locally, which impact on its implementation.
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Chapter Two National Policy of Parental Involvement

2.1 Introduction
From 1950 to 1970 the Irish class structure shifted from one based primarily on

property ownership to one based on educational credentials and wage employment
(O’Connell and Rottman 1992 p.218). The influences of the European Union (EU),
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the State’s own
economic interests led to a questioning of the existing education system and the
subsequent adjustments in power relations (Foucault 2000 pp.21-4) between the various
stakeholders. Traditionally, parents had little or no say in education policy. The
introduction of the Education Act 1998, the Education Welfare Act 2000 and the
Primary School Curriculum (Department of Education and Science [DES] 1999a) gave
parents the statutory right to be involved in their children’s education and schooling.
Policies, according to Crump (1992 p.419) exist in three forms. They include the

e Intended policy or what the various interest groups have decided and agreed on

e Actual policy or what is specified in legislation and other official documentation

e Policy-in-use or what has been implemented at school-level.
This chapter iooks at the consultation process leading up to the Education Act 1998, the
Education Welfare Act 2000 and the Primary School Curriculum (DES 1999a). The
views of the various interest groups and their influence on the development of the
national policy of home-school partnership are explored. Particular attention is given to
the role of the National Parents Council Primary (NPCP), who represented the views of
parents during the process. The details of the policy, as outlined in the various
documents, are investigated. These will vary from explicit descriptions of
responsibilities and duties to the loose granting of powers that may or may not be used
(Hill 2003 p.91). Implementation is a key aspect of any policy. Issues surrounding
implementation, which may impact on the policy-in-use in the schools, are discussed.
Particular emphasis will be given to those aspects of the intended and actual policy,
which are obscure on key points of implementation. The methods used to convey the
policy changes to parents are also highlighted.

Indicators of parental involvement in their children’s education and school were

developed using the Education Act 1998, the Education Welfare Act 2000, the Primary

School Curriculum (DES 1999a) and other related documentation. These are used to
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evaluate the involvement of the research participants in their children’s education.
Finally, using these indicators, the literature on the different types of parental

involvement is reviewed.

2.1 Policy Formation Process

Apart from the last decade, the educational power structure and system did not
change substantially in the twentieth century (O’Buachalla 1988 p.316). Monopoly
Catholicism made the Church guardian of civil society and its morality (Fulton 2000a
p.13). Education was provided by a system of Church-controlled, State-supported
national schools (Redmond and Heanue 2000 p.45). The Episcopal ban on any lay
involvement in the management of national schools excluded the emergence of any lay
local democratic structure in education. Other groups such as the Department of
Education and the Irish National Teachers Organisation (INTO) accepted as normal the
Church’s dominant role (O’Buachalla 1988 pp.323-4). This section examines the
development of the policy from an era when parents were the ‘silent partners’
(O’Sullivan 1992 p.465) in the education system to one where it was hoped that Ireland
would have one of the ‘most parent-participative systems in the worlds’ (OECD 1997
p.141).

2.2.1 Policy Formation Pre-1960

Pre-1960s the Department of Education was predominately occupied by political
consolidation, cultural rejuvenation and spiritual values (Kellaghan 1989 p.191; Fahey
1992b p.386; Clancy 1995 p.481). Being conservative in nature, it took few risks and
tended to view innovative proposals with suspicion (Harris 1989 pp.7-8). Control was
highly centralised within the Department with the Minister for Education making
decisions in agreement with the Minister for Finance (Coolahan 1989 p.28). The lack of
public concern about the education system (Coolahan 1989) and the consistent
reluctance within the country at large to consider any policy measure that might be seen
to challenge the influence of religious bodies, institutions or even individuals (Harris
1989 p.8) did not encourage innovation. The role of the State in education was
considered a subsidiary one of aiding the Church in the provision of education facilities

(Inglis 1998 p.57; Clancy 1999 p.79). It adopted the approach of keeping the system
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ticking over with little or no serious re-appraisal of policy or of the direction in which
the system was going (Coolahan 1989 p.27).

Traditionally, two consultative processes worked side-by-side. The teachers,
managers and the State dealt with lower-level issues relating to the existing system, e.g.,
resource allocation, curricular issues and working conditions. Higher-level issues,
involving the modification of the structural status quo, were confined to the Church and

State (O’Buachalla 1988 p.334). Parents were not included at either level.

2.2.2 Policy Formation from the 1960s on

From the 1960s on, education became part of the more planned approach to the
general economy (Coolahan 1989 p.64; Kellaghan 1989 p.192). The OECD report
(1965), Investment in Education, was a major modernising force in Irish Education. It
was influential in promoting the human capital policy paradigm (Schultz 1977) and the
emerging marketization of education (O’ Sullivan 1992). Education came to be
perceived as an investment in people with the parents’ consumer rights in relation to
their children’s education promoted at national level.

With education credentials becoming increasingly important for employment,
many parents began to view education as the means to secure their children’s
competitive edge in the labour market (Fuller 2002 p.171; Tuohy 2005). Through the
constituency clinics and clientelist relationship they had with politicians, they demanded
greater educational provision at post-primary level (O’ Sullivan 1992 p.455). In addition,
educated parents, fully conscious of their constitutional prerogatives, were no longer
satisfied with the traditional model of management and policy formation whereby the
patron was deemed to “act on behalf of parents” (Coolahan 1994 p.25; Clancy 1995
p.475; Fahey 1995 p.216). During the 1970s, a number of parent associations in various
schools and at least two national associations were formed (Coolahan 1989 p.56; Hyland
1995 p.40). In 1985 the NPCP was established and has been remarkably successful in
focusing and projecting the voice of parents (Hyland 1995 p.40).

As a result, the Department of Education became progressively more
interventionist in modernising the system (Cussen 1995 p.46; Department of Education
1996 p.8; Fuller 2002 p.80; Tovey and Share 2003 p.89). The range of educational
initiatives caught the public imagination and propelled education to the forefront of

public attention (Coolahan 1989 p.66). The attention of the media and the vote catching
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potential of educational reforms, which touched so closely on the daily lives of so many
families, was not lost on politicians.

As the education system grew in size and complexity, a succession of reports
highlighted its weak administrative and policy making capacity (OECD 1991). The
changes in Irish society led to a strong public desire for new forms of partnership in
education (Coolahan 1994 p.23). The catalyst for change was Mary O’Rourke, who as
Minister for Education, announced in August 1990 that she was considering an
Education Bill (Walshe 1999 p.7). One of her priorities was parental involvement.
Circular 24/91 Parents as Partners in Education (Department of Education 1991), which
recommended active Parents Associations, clear strategies for parental involvement in
all schools and full participation of parent representatives on the Board of Management,
was issued to all school. In addition the HSCL scheme was established in disadvantaged

schools.

2.2.3 Home-School Community Liaison (HSCL) Scheme

‘Equality of opportunity’ became a most attractive and much used political
slogan in the 1980s (Coolahan 1989 p.66; O’Sullivan 1989). In 1984, a programme of
special measures for schools in disadvantaged areas was introduced. There was a per
capita grant for books and materials, and additional home-school-community activities.
In-service was provided for teachers in disadvantaged areas and concessionary posts and
remedial teachers were appointed. The evaluation showed that it had no impact on
parental involvement (Conaty 2002 p.29).

In 1990 the HSCL Scheme, which was influenced by Catholic social teaching,
the United Nations and the EU (Conaty 2002), was introduced. Through it, the
Department of Education wished to develop the parent as the primary educator and
promote partnership between teachers and parents in order to help ‘at risk’ pupils (her
apostrophes) (Conaty 2002 p.29). The aim of the scheme was to maximise the
participation of the children in the education system by promoting active co-operation
between home and school and encouraging and helping parents to take an interest in and
support their children’s education (Ryan 1994 p.6). The HSCL scheme was designed as
a targeted and focused resource in favour of the most marginalised in designated areas of
disadvantage (Conaty 2002 p.30). Its thrust is preventative rather than curative (Conaty
2002 p.72).
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The HSCL coordinator is expected to work with and fortify the family so that
instances of absenteeism and disruption will be obviated thus preventing illiteracy,
unemployment, drug misuse, jail and psychological collapse (Conaty 2002 p.75).
Classes are provided in personal development along with leisure time and curriculum
activities and parents are involved in school-related activities. The aim is to encourage
parents away from dependency and enable them to make decisions in relation to their
own lives and those of their children (Conaty 2002 p.75).

In 1996, parent and teachers began working together on policy formation
(Conaty 2002 p.98). The first policy to be worked on was HSCL relationships and
practices. As a School Development Planning Support (SDPS) facilitator, I would have
noticed that, in comparison with mainstream schools, parents were more likely to attend
the SDPS planning day in disadvantaged areas. The HSCL coordinator usually helps to
ensure that parent participation is built in to the planning process at some stage.

The two evaluations of the HSCL scheme (Ryan 1994; Archer and Shortt 2003)
have been positive about its impact on home-school relationships. Ryan (1994 p.134)
found that parents were overwhelming positive about the HSCL scheme. Not only had
their understanding of the operation of the school increased, but they had developed the
self-esteem, self-confidence and skills to help their children. Their fears about school
were diminishing and there was an increase of community spirit and pride as a result of
the collaborative efforts of schools, parents and community groups. Similarly, Archer
and Shortt (2003) found that coordinators and principals believed that the scheme had
been successful in achieving its aims of improving home-school cooperation and
collaboration. However, the inspectorate, in their evaluation of literacy and numeracy in
disadvantaged schools (DES 2005a p.63) found that, despite the HSCL initiative,
parental involvement remained poor, particularly in the middle and senior classes. As a
result there has been a renewed emphasis on involving parents in their children’s
education in the DEIS Action Plan (DES 2005d p.40).

Parents who became involved in the HSCL activities were largely female (Ryan
1994 p.197; Conaty 2002 p.112). In addition, the least disadvantaged parents were more
likely to become involved in HSCL activities (Ryan 1994 p.198; Conaty 2002 p.101).
The reasons why parents did not become involved were varied. They included personal
problems, work and family commitments, fear and uncertainty regarding schools and

lack of information (Ryan 1994 p.135; Purcell 2006 p.9). Archer and Shortt (2003
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p.114) recommended that new ways of securing the involvement of previously

uninvolved parents were needed.

2.2.4 Policy Formation from 1992-1998

The publication of the Green Paper Education for Changing World (Ireland
1992) initiated an extraordinary response (Walshe 1999 p.31) and an unprecedented
consultation process (Clancy 1999 p.72). Along with innumerable seminars and
conferences, there were about 1,000 written submissions which reflected the strong
business and enterprise thrust of the paper, as well as the growing public interest in
education as a vehicle for personal and societal advancement (Fahey 1995; Fuller 2002
p.173; Tuohy 2005 p.114).

A key aim of the Green Paper was to ensure greater openness and accountability
throughout the education system and maximise parental involvement and choice (Ireland
1992 p.5). Parents, it stressed, were the primary educators of their children and had a
crucial role to play in forming the attitudes of their children towards all facets of life.
This task was complemented by the efforts of the State and the school (Ireland 1992
p.32). It identified the lack of openness and sharing of information and power with
parents as a major shortcoming in the system. Schools, it argued, must have due regard
for the rights and wishes of parents and had an obligation to consult and inform parents
on issues affecting their own child and the school generally.

Usually, a Green Paper is followed by a White Paper. However, with the change
of government, the then Minister for Education, Niamh Bhreathnach, decided to hold a
National Education Convention where forty-two interest groups and organisations,
including the CPSMA (Catholic Primary School Managers’ Association), the INTO and
the NPCP, were brought together to discuss Irish educational policy (Clancy 1999 p.72).
The aim was to move away from the department’s traditional method of negotiating
policy changes with each group individually to negotiating ‘win-win’ solutions through
structured multi-lateral dialogue (Bhreathnach 1995 p.ix; Walshe 1999 p.37). It was
followed by roundtable discussions on the thorny issue of school governance.

The Convention achieved a fair degree of consensus and gave the stakeholders a
sense of ownership of the proposals (Walshe 1999 p.40). The Convention Secretariat’s
Report (Coolahan 1994) formed a major input to the 1995 White Paper Charting our
Education Future (Department of Education 1995) (Walshe 1999 p.44). It specified that
parents, under Article 42 of the Constitution (Ireland 1937), have the right as individuals
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to be consulted and informed on all aspects of their child’s education. They also had the
right as a group to be active participants at school, regional and national level
(Department of Education 1995 pp.8-9). If the values and beliefs of teachers conflict
with the rights of parents, the school should favour the parents’ rights with due regard to
the principle of democratic justice appropriate to a democratic society. The preservation
of the ethos of the school and the rights of the majority of parents were to be balanced
with those of the minority of parents, who do not have an option to select a school,
which reflects their values. Communication and consultation with parents was
emphasised. Parents could participate formally through the NPCP at national level and
the Board of Management (BOM) and Parents Associations at local level. Informally,
they were to be involved through the development of school policies, the provision of
information on school programmes, access to their own child’s records and other home-
school links.

The White Paper on Education (Ireland 1995) set the formulation of educational
policy in a European, international and global context and outlined the appropriate
legislative and constitutional framework for future educational development
(Department of Education 1995 pp.213-419). It was felt that its mixture of general
principles and detailed guidelines, which would be reinforced by regulations, rules and
directives (Department of Education 1995 p.220), would allow the policy to develop in a
dynamic way (Cussen 1995 p.42). The publication of the White Paper (Ireland 1995) led
to further dialogue and negotiations culminating in the Education Act 1998, the

Education Welfare Act 2000 and other legislation.

2.2.5 Board of Management Reform

Despite the Catholic Church actively supporting the setting up of structures,
(Hyland 1995 p.37), whereby control and management of schools might be shared with
parents, no formal management structures were put in place. In 1973, negotiations got
underway between Church interests, teacher union representatives and parents’ groups
(Coolahan 1989 p.56). These negotiations were quite difficult as the various interest
groups tried to protect or secure power and influence. Finally, in 1975 new BOMs,
comprising of four patron nominees and two parents, were established (Walshe 1999
p.89). Initially teachers were excluded but following discussions, arrangements were
made for limited teacher representation. In 1980, following the withdrawal of the INTO

from participation on BOMs, the number of patrons’ nominees were reduced from six to
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four. The BOMs would consist of four patron nominees, two parents and two teachers
(Walshe 1999 p.90). The patron retained the right to appoint the chairperson of the
board, who would have a second or casting vote.

BOM regulations were published. These emphasised the administrative and
financial responsibilities of the board, which were not to impinge on curricular or formal
educational policy (Coolahan 1989 p.57). Some parents expressed dissatisfaction at the
restricted range of responsibilities of the BOMs and chafed at being cast in the role of
local fundraisers without the real power to influence the school’s educational policy
(Coolahan 1989 p.58).

The structure of the BOM and its role featured strongly in the Report of the
Primary Education Review Body (1990) and during the consultation process leading up
to the Education Act 1998 (Ireland 1992; Coolahan 1994; Department of Education
1995). The aim was to bring the governance of schools into line with the very changed
economic, social and political circumstances (Coolahan 1994 p.23). Schools needed a
more democratic management structure, which would represent all stakeholders and
have the necessary authority to perform its management functions effectively (Ireland
1992 p.141). In practice this meant that the patrons/trustees would be ceding many of
their powers and functions to the BOM. The bishops and religious were dissatisfied with
this and saw it as an attempt by the State to push the Church out of education (Walshe
1999 pp.107-9). To safeguard the religious ethos and character of their schools
(Coolahan 1994 pp.24-6), the patrons wished to appoint majorities on the board and
nominate the chairperson. However, both the INTO and the NPCP favoured equal
representation. It is interesting that the NPCP’s proposals for equal representation of
owners/trustees, parents and teachers, who would together nominate two further
members formed the basis for further discussion (Walshe 1999 p.110). In 1996
agreement was reached. There would be equal representation on the BOMs in return for

written legal guarantees protecting the ethos of the schools (Walshe 1999 p.112).

2.2.6 Education Act 1998

The shift in power relations was highlighted by those organisations the minister
chose to consult with prior to publication of the Education Bill 1997. They included the
INTO, the NPCP and the Conference of Religious in Ireland (CORI). The Catholic
bishops, who once held a veto on all major decisions about education, were excluded.

However, there was an unprecedented coalition of religious interests against the Bill and
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the erosion of the rights of patrons as owners of primary schools (Walshe 1999 pp.191-
6). The only group, which welcomed the Bill, was the NPCP, as it contained a section
promising a complaints procedure whereby parents and students could appeal school
decisions. This caused considerable concern to teachers. A series of amendments to the
Bill were proposed with the first one being announced, interestingly enough, by the
minister at the parents’ conference. The new Education Bill was a much less
controversial, more teacher-friendly and, perhaps, less parent-friendly than the previous
version (Walshe 1999 p.208). Lynch (1999 p.298) maintained that it reflected the
interests of the middle and upper classes of society, who are closely integrated, both
directly and indirectly, into the educational decision-making machinery of most states.
The Education Act 1998 placed the education system on a statutory basis. The
roles and functions of the various stakeholders were delineated and it gave statutory
recognition to the process of negotiating education change through partnership. The
Minister for Education was expected to consult with the NPCP and the other educational
partners prior to making a decision. Each school had to have a school plan (Ireland 1998
p.22). Parents were to be consulted during the development of this plan and entitled to
have access to the completed plan. In addition, Section 28 of the Education Act 1998
outlined a complaints procedure for parents, while Section 29 allows parents to appeal

expulsions, suspensions and refusals to enrol students.

2.2.7 Education Welfare Act 2000

Under the School Attendance Act 1926 attendance at school was made
compulsory but, as Article 42.2 made clear, it was not obligatory provided parents made
educational provision for their children in their homes (Coolahan 1981 p.157).
Absenteeism, with or without parental knowledge and consent, has been identified as a
major contributory factor to school failure and disadvantage (Department of Education
1994; McSorley 1997; Commission on the Family 1998 p.285). Poor attendance and
early school leaving, with the associated risks of unemployment and anti-social
behaviour, were highlighted as major priorities in the Green Paper on Education (Ireland
1992).

A review of the School Attendance Act 1926 and the roles and responsibilities of
the various agencies involved was part of the preparatory work for the new legislation in
education (Ireland 1992 p.58). The School Attendance/Truancy Report (Department of

Education 1994), which specified the problems with the current legislation, led to the
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development of the Education Welfare Act 2000. Its focus was on addressing the
underlying causes of school absenteeism through early identification of and support for
families whose children may be at risk of developing poor school attendance (Finneran
2000 p.9). The National Educational Welfare Board (NEWB), who would have
responsibility for ensuring that each child receives a ‘minimum education’ (Ireland 2000
p.9), was to be established under the Act. It was required to promote in families an
appreciation of the benefits of education, and its attendant social and economic
advantages. The School Attendance/Truancy Report (Department of Education 1994
pp.24) suggested that the NEWB could, by cooperating with other agencies, assist
parents in becoming more involved in their children’s education.

Under the Education Welfare Act 2000 (Pr.111 S.17 (1) p.16) parents are legally
obliged to send their child to school on each school day. Principals must report if a child
is absent for twenty days or has been suspended for six days in the school year. The
School Attendance/Truancy Report (Department of Education 1994 p.17) felt that given
the Constitutional emphasis on the principle of parental supremacy in relation to the
education of their children, parents are culpable, not only for their own actions or
inaction in respect of the child’s non-attendance, but also for any intentional act of the
child in not attending school.

While the Education Welfare Act 2000 largely targeted children whose non-
attendance was related to home-based factors such as long-term and intergenerational
unemployment, addiction problems and familial conflict, it has also affected middle-
class non-attendees whose families take holidays during term time. While, Forde
Brennan (2003 p.4), Chairperson of the NPCP, maintained that it was not in keeping
with the intentions of the Act that parents are threatened with the Education Welfare
Officer (EWO) if their child has been absent from school, the principal has no choice
under the legislation. In fact, the School Attendance/Truancy Report (Department of
Education 1994 pp.13-4) highlighted the non-attendance of children at school, for
reasons such as family circumstances (minding young children, shopping trips or foreign
holidays) or economic necessity (helping with ‘selling’ at particular times of the year),
as a form of parental negligence. However, the parents interviewed in Carlen ez al.’s
(1992 p.137) research believed that the law was unrealistic in holding them responsible
for their children’s failure to attend school regularly. They cited a multitude of social

disabilities, such as the overburdening anxieties connected with unemployment, poverty,
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illness and other family responsibilities, to explain their inability to persuade their child
to attend school regularly.

The Education Welfare Act 2000 is an attempt to address the issue of
absenteeism. However, 10% of primary school pupils missed twenty or more days in the
school year 2004-5 with the NEWB issuing the first School Attendance Notices (SAN)
in 2005(NEWB 2005). The SAN resulted in several court cases in various parts of the
country in 2006 (NEWB 2006). These parents had failed over time to co-operate with
the Education Welfare Officers (EWO) and the NEWB felt that the court cases were
necessary to uphold these children’s right to an education.

The Education Welfare Act 2000 (Pr.111 S.23 (4) p.21) has also a section on
school’s Code of Behaviour. It states, that prior to registering a student, the school must
provide the parents with a copy of its Code of Behaviour. Schools may also require the
parent to confirm in writing that the code is acceptable to them and that they will make
all reasonable efforts to ensure their child complies with the code. It appears that schools

are entitled to parental support in this matter (Department of Education 1995 p.163).

2.2.8 Primary School Curriculum (DES 1999)

The review of Curaclam na Bunscoile (Department of Education 1971) by the
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) began in autumn 1991. While
reiterating the objectives of the 1971 Curriculum, it also took account of the rapid social,
scientific and technological changes and of Ireland’s position internationally
(Department of Education 1995 p.20). Committees, which included representatives of all
the education partners, were established in all subject areas (Egan 1998 p.13). While the
Primary School Curriculum (DES 1999a) has been described as a teachers’ curriculum
(O’Toole 1999 p.3; Sugrue 2004 p.202), parents did have an influence on the planning
and implementation of the curriculum through their representatives on the NCCA
(Kilfeather 2003 p.243) and the Implementation Group (Egan 1998 p.4). However, they
were not part of the Technical Working Group, which consisted of representatives of the
DES, the NCCA, the INTO and the Education Centre Network. In addition, parents’ low
level of representation on the various committees weakened their impact, particularly
when the teacher representatives were perceived as ‘the experts’ (De Paor 2003
apostrophes in the original).

Reform efforts and curriculum policymaking are subject to parental pressure

(Oakes et al. 2000 p.82; McNamara Horvat et al. 2003 p.20). School improvement
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efforts are often defeated, Hargreaves (2000 pp.225-6) observed, by “parental nostalgia”,
which “drives parents to press teachers to return to and reinstate ‘real schooling’ for their
own children”. After analysing the results of school effectiveness studies, Coleman
(1998 pp.16-7) concluded that reform required changing the power relationship between
teachers, students and parents to ensure collaborative teaching and learning. Recent
evaluations of the implementation of the Primary School Curriculum (DES 1999a) have
not been encouraging. The evaluators found that the linkage between home and school in
children’s learning was limited, particularly in the middle and senior classes and in
Maths and Visual Arts (DES 2005a p.30; 2005b p.49). In addition to schools finding
ways to support parental involvement (DES 2005a p.63; 2005b p.54), greater
information was needed by parents on the curriculum if they were to support their
children’s learning in different subjects (FitzPatrick 2005 p.25; NCCA 2005 p.246). The
NCCA have since produced a DVD to inform parents about their child’s learning
through the curriculum and to show them how they can support that learning in simple,

effective and practical ways at home (NCCA 2006a p.7).

2.2.9 Parental Roles and Responsibilities as defined by Acts and Curriculum

Duncan (1993 p. 440) suggested that principles relating to parental rights and
duties are necessarily expressed in broad terms in legislation. However, the Education
Act 1998 and the Education Welfare Act 2000 are fairly specific, with the documentation
accompanying them even more specific. If laws have surveillance, management and
control functions (Giddens 2001 p.205; Jamieson and Cunningham-Burley 2003 p.15), it
is interesting to note the similarities, nuances and differences in the descriptions of
parental roles and responsibilities in each of the three documents (Table 1.1 p.46).

The Education Act 1998 gave statutory recognition to the NPCP and enshrined
the rights of parents to be consulted and informed on various aspects of school
organisation, including their children’s records, school plans, policies and accounts. It
does not set out the role and responsibilities of parents in relation to their children’s
education. While no offence or sanction for non-compliance is mentioned in the Act,
parents will have recourse to Sections 28 and 29, the complaints and appeals procedures
(INTO 2001 pp.8-9).

The Education Welfare Act 2000 replaces the School Attendance Act 1926 and
subsequent related pieces of legislation. It places a statutory obligation on parents to

ensure their children attend school. There are penalties for parents who do not fulfil their
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obligations under the Act. Parents must also be involved in the development of the Code
of Behaviour and the attendance policy.

The Primary School Curriculum (DES 1999a pp.21-2), while rather vague on the
parents’ role in curriculum implementation, emphasises home-school communication
and the active participation of parents in the life of the school. In the Education Act
1998, the Minister for Education and Science, on advice from the NCCA, has the right to
determine both the content and delivery of the curriculum and may compel the BOM to
follow it (Gaire and Mahon 2005 p.145). Parents may withdraw their children from any
subject that is contrary to their conscience but have no right to have any subject inserted
in the curriculum (Gaire and Mahon 2005 p.145). Social, Personal and Health Education
(SPHE), which includes Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE), is the only

curriculum subject where schools are expected to involve parents in the development of

the curriculum plan (DES 2003b) and keep them fully informed of the content and
teaching approaches (DES 2000a p.38).

—  Manage the school for the
benefit of students and
their parents

—  Enrolment Policy

— Inform/ report to parents
using school plan

—  Consult with parents

—  Access of parents to pupil’s
records and school
accounts

Principal:

— Involve parents

—  Inform parents of pupil’s
progress

Parents Association:

— Interests of pupil

— Advise Principal/ BOM

—  Programme of Activities

Grievance Procedure

Appeals Procedure

Table 1.1

Summary of Acts and Curriculum in relation to Parents

Home schooling:

- Register of children not in
school

- Inspection of their education

Schools:

- Register of children in each
school

- Attendance or reason for
absence

- Reporting absences to EWO

- School Attendance Strategies

- Code of Behaviour

- Sign Acceptance

The NEWB:

- Procedures for non-
compliance

- Duties of the NEWB

- Register of young people in

employment

(DES1999ap2)

School/parents groups are to

reach out to help parents to do

the following:

- Effective partnership and
close co-operation

- Regular consultation

- Involved in organisational
planning

- Active participation in life
of the school

- Create and foster positive
school spirit

- Sense of belonging and

interest

The Education Welfare Act 2000 is looking for compliance on school attendance

while the Education Act 1998 and the Primary School Curriculum (DES 1999a) are

more visionary and developmental, articulating the values and future direction of the

Irish education system. As the legislation and curriculum are lengthy documents written

in legalistic and professional language, information booklets (Table 1.2) for parents were
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produced by the various agencies responsible for managing and leading the
implementation process.

While all three documents emphasise the role of parents in the education system,
the content, timing and distribution methods differed quite considerably. The School
Development Planning Support (SDPS) document outlines the SDP process and how
parents can get involved in decision-making and policy formation in their children’s
school (SDPS 2004). The other two documents describe how parents can support the
school and get involved with their children’s education both at home and at school (DES

2000a; NEWB 2004).

Table 1.2
Smmary f I,)ocumen\tlat,ionl rglat' the Act ?md Cu i

Become active partners Know principal and teachers | Help child learn p.13
by - Read letter and reports - Interest in progress
- Election to BOM - Attend P-T meetings - Discuss events/learning
and Parents - Ask your child about his/her | - Homework
Association day - Expectations and praise
- Member of policy - Encourage school activities | -  Read/tell stories
working groups & sports - Outings/concerts/plays
- Links with child’s - Attendance and punctuality | -  Different leisure activities
teachers - Do not pass on bad - Active and helpful relationship
- Familiar with school experiences with school
plan, booklets and - No holidays during term - Communication
newsletters time - Participate in and attend school
- Support school - Know and discuss the activities
policies school rules with child Role of Parents in implementation
- Contribute to - Follow complaint - Check school plan
decisions by giving procedures - Voice in organisational planning
feedback through - Unhappy with expulsion/ - Visit school to view work & attend
questionnaires etc. suspension/ enrolment events
- Submitting contact the DES - Help at events, outings, library,
comments or making | - “You can be taken to involve others
suggestions court if you do not co- Help child at home in different subjects
operate with the Board to | Overview of curriculum and activities
ensure that your child to do at home to reinforce subject
receives an education” — SPHE - keep fully informed of
content and teaching approaches
—  Home work
—  Textbooks (changes)
— Assessment (no role mentioned for
parents)

The Primary School Curriculum: Your Child’s Learning: Guidelines for Parents
(DES 2000a) was sent to schools to distribute to parents. However, three years later
some schools had not yet distributed the booklet (Kilfeather 2003). Do Not Let Your
Child Miss Out (NEWB 2004) was sent directly to parents using the children’s

allowance database. Schools were not informed and did not receive a copy until all were
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distributed. School Development Planning at Primary Level: Information for Parents
(SDPS 2004) was sent to the chairpersons of the Parents Association to distribute.
Copies were posted to the principal and chairperson of the BOM and Parents
Association prior to the delivery of the leaflets for parents. It was also available in public

libraries and citizen advice centres.

2.2.10 Summary

Over the last twenty years, the Irish Education system had changed from one
where parents had no say in policy formation to one where they are expected to be
involved both locally and nationally. With the formation of the NPCP, they were
actively involved in the processes which led to the development of the legislation and
the curriculum. Parents now have the right to sit on BOMs, form Parents Association
and to be kept informed of their children’s progress and all matters relating to the school
(Ireland 1998).

This research will note how successful the implementation of the Education Act
1998, Primary School Curriculum 1999 (DES 1999a) and the Education Welfare Act
2000 has been in relation to parents. Is there home-school partnership in supporting and

planning for children’s education?

2.3 Implementation

As the implementation process is more complex, long-term and demanding than
devising a policy, strategies are needed at all levels to help mobilize commitment and
effective action (Coolahan 1995 p.9; Fullan 1995 p.20; Taylor ef al. 1997 p.16).
Government edict alone cannot produce desired changes. There can be major gaps
between the rhetoric of national policy and the reality in schools (Cussen 1995 p.51).
Human diversity and organisational complexity create implementation difficulties with
policies being ignored, resisted or rearticulated to suit local circumstances (Taylor ef al.
1997 p.7).

The Minister for Education and Science has, under the Education Act 1998,
responsibility to monitor and assess the quality and effectiveness of the education
system. Ireland, along with other European countries, is adopting a model of quality
assurance. It emphasises school development planning through internal school review by
all members of the school community and external evaluation by the Inspectorate (DES

2003b). Looking at our School — An aid to self-evaluation in primary schools (LAOS)
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(DES 2003b) is the framework to be used for both the external and internal evaluations

of schools. If schools are to conform to the criteria as outlined in LAOS (DES 2003b),

they should promote the following:

Open, caring, respectful relationships

Meaningful home-school communication

The involvement of parents in their children’s learning
The involvement of parents in the school

Table 1.3 gives specific details on how these criteria might be implemented in

schools. As many are recent innovations, they will be particularly useful in assessing the

implementation of the policy (Spicker 1995 p.203).

U

riteria and Responsibility for Implementing

Table 1.3

i

BOM,

progress

Inform parents Ethos (p.4)
Role and responsibilities of the BOM (p.5) In-school
All aspects of the school’s operation (p.6) Management,
Code of Behaviour (p.9) School
Complaints procedures (p.9)
Safety Statement (p.12)
Content of School Plan (p.14)
School Timetables (p.18)
Implementation of SPHE Programme (p.37)
Election to the BOM Patron
Inform parents of pupil’s | Frequency of parent-teacher meetings (p.9) Principal
Access school records (p.9) Teachers

Provision of written reports (p.26)
Encouraged to respond to reports (p.26)
Level and quality of liaison with parents (p.31-

2)

Involve parents

School Review (p.5)

School Plan (p.12)

Monitoring process (p.14)

Review and determination of school’s
curriculum (p.16)

Determining needs and interests of pupils (p.17)
SPHE and related policies (p.37)

Seek their support and help (p.38)

Joint training for parents and teachers (p.38)
Policy and practice on parental involvement in
their children’s learning (p.38)

Enable parents to participate fully in the
education of their children (p.38)

School, Principal,
Parents groups,
Parents Association

Establish a Parents BOM
Association

Grievance Procedures/ Parents are aware of the procedures for In-school
Appeals | processing complaints (p.9) Management
Ensure children attend or Parents

give a reason for absence EWO

Reporting absences
School Attendance
Strategies

Code of Behaviour

Prepare strategies and measures to ensure school
attendance and a Code of Behaviour as required
by the Education Welfare Act 2000

School, Principal,
BOM, parents
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Parents have to be informed and consulted by the school on all aspects of their
children’s education. In turn, they have to nurture a learning environment, co-operate
with and support the school and other educational partners, and fulfil their special role in
the development of the child (Department of Education 1995 p.9). As can be seen from
Table 1.3 p.49, the school plan is an important element in the implementation of this
policy on parental involvement. It is also obvious that the State relies on the school
organisation for the successful implementation of this policy. All the activities described
in the documentation, apart from sending children to school, are voluntary for parents.
Neither the State nor the school have direct control over parents in these matters and
cannot ensure compliance. Implementation is dependent on parental interest and the
school’s effort to attract and maintain that interest.

Families are not passive recipients of educational norms and policy initiatives
(Carlen et al. 1992 p.480). Parents’ prime investment is in their own children and
families (Schultz 1973) and this takes priority over national policies and expressions of
collective parental aspirations. Parents tend to be focused on ‘hands-on’ practical local
concerns rather than far-reaching future orientated ‘visionary’ changes (OECD 1991
p.60; Moos and Dempster 1998 p.106). In fact, Moos ef al. (1998 p.66) found that
parents placed very little emphasis on change and change management. The OECD
(1991 p.60) reported that parents in Ireland wished to see education develop in a
concrete and positive way the aptitudes and qualities of the individual child — their own
individual child. Wolfendale (1996 p.35) wondered if the multi-dimensional part parents
play in their children’s lives conferred a check and a balance to the fullest realisation of
parental involvement in their children’s schools. They are too busy providing for their
children’s physical, social, moral, emotional and academic needs at home to give a lot of
time to the school’s organisational and curriculum needs.

In addition, parents can often resist and disrupt change efforts, especially when
they are made without their knowledge or support (Coleman 1998 p.157). New
approaches need to be made transparent to parents through many different means
(Hargreaves 2000 pp.220-221). Otherwise the result will be confused dissatisfied parents
(Vincent 1996 p.152; Fullan 2001 p.197), especially those parents who have not got the
‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu 1997 p.47) to understand and take advantage of these
changes. In addition to the voluntary expense of buying parenting books and attending
parenting workshops and courses for oneself, the cost of new textbooks, equipment,

additional field trips and events for children will have to be met. While grants are
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provided by the State, they may not meet the needs of schools and parents if they are to
fully implement the Primary School Curriculum (DES 1999a). Fundraising will then
become more important than ever, with the INTO (1997 p.59) observing the difficulties
in sustaining parental involvement and interest in the work of the school when they were

effectively making up for the shortfall in government spending on primary education.

2.4 Indicators for Evaluating National Policy

The evaluation of a national policy poses a number of difficulties (Dye 1995;
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