Abstract

The creation of the Foundation Stéée of education for children aged three
to five years in 2000 was a milestone in early years’ education. It brought
together a diverse range of proviéion for children below statutory school age
with the reception classes in primary schools. As well as providing a curricuium
for this'stage, one of its many requirements is that practitioners must work to
establish a partnership with the parents of the children they teach.
Consequently, the relationship between parents and the practitioners, who
teach their children, has become a focus of interest for me and others. In this
study, | have tried to discover what parents’ expectations are from the
Foundation Stage. This exploration has delved into parents understanding of
the Foundation Stage, what sort of education their children are receiving, what
parents feel are appropriate methods by which ydung children learn, what sort
of relationship'they would like to héve with their child's practitioner and what

type and level of involvement they have in their children’s education.

Data has been collected through structured interviews with parents in two
British Forces schools in Cyprus. Similar interviews were conducted with
teachers who work with these children in school. The findings show that
parents’ expectations are largely being met by the education they are receiving.
However, many parents are yet to view the Foundation Stage as one seamless
stage of education, as a number of factors are working against this.
Additionally, many parents would wish for greater involvement in their child’s
education and need to be supported to enable this to happen effectively.
Recommendations are made for the development of parental partnerships
through facilitating greater involvement in their children’s education and in
improving the quality of provision of Foundation Stage education in the

focussed schools.



‘An exploration of parental knowledge, understanding
and expectations of the Foundation Stage of education
in British Forces schools in Cyprus.’
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

Over a period of almost thirty years, | have been involved, both as a
teacher and as a parent, in the early years' sector of state education. As a
teacher, | have worked in more than thirty schools, for three education authorities,
in three countries and in a number of roles. As a parent, | have tried to support the
- educaﬁon of my two, now adult, children through their education, from playgroup,
to nursery, primary and secondary schools and into higher education. | have
experienced many changes and developments during that time, but have
maintained a continuing and growing interest and enthusiasm for what, when, how
and why children learn. In particular | am concerned by the impact parents’

attitudes and involvement can have on their children’s learning,

During the past thirty years, there has been a slow but profound shift in
schools’ attitudes towards, and relationships with, parents, and the level and type
of paréntal involvement in their children’s school and education. Incidents,
observations and conversations of interactions between parents and their
children’s teachers over a number of years have helped form my perceptions of
the changing relationships between teachers and parents which, in turn,
influenced not only my beliefs but also my developing practice as a teacher.
However, as my entire teaching career has been spent in the early years sector of
education, firstly teaching children between the ages of five and seven years, later
between three and five years, and currently, in training those who work with these
age groups, my main focus naturally lies in my perceptions of 'teacher — parent

relationships within this age group.



Early Perceptions

The experiences, which helped to form my perceptions of the nature of
the parent — teacher relationship began at a very early age, before | became either
a teacher or a parent. As a child, a very large proportion of the conversations |
| heard,' and later became part of, involved the world of teaching, primary schools or
some other aspect of education, due to the fact that my mother and other
members of my family were teachers. These conversations became more frequent
after my mother returned to work in 1955 when | was four years old. Inevitably,
these conversations, which were for the most part anecdotal, included issues

related to relationships with parents.

| soon began to acknowledge that parents and other adults felt the
parent\teacher relationship reached beyond school and could, in fact, extend to
home twenty-four hours a day. It was not uncommon for a parent or other adult to
call at our house to ask my mother for advice or for an important document to be
signed. | cannot recalllmy mother complaining about this: she just _accepted that
this was a part of her duty as a professional person, and the relationship she had
with people in that small close-knit community, whom she met in a number of

other situations, such as at church, out shopping or at social and charity events.

| have no recollections of my father entering my primary school building,
other than on the rare occasion he came to collect us. He saw no reason for
getting involved as he saw my mother as expert in matters educational, and at that
time, it was generally accepted within our community that dealing with issues
regarding children, with the possible exception of discipline, was the respon_sibility

of mothers. No parents’ evenings took place at that time — the only information my
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parents received regarding my progress through the year was a brief annual

report, consisting largely of test scores and marks out of ten.

Little was expected of parents in supporting their children’s learning — no
homework was set, not even reading, although as a nine and ten year old, | was
allowed to take a library book of my choice, to read at home. The clear and
- constant messages my peers ahd | received as primary school children, from our
parents Were ‘do what the teacher says’, ‘she knows what she’s doing’, and ‘she’s
the expert’. | cannot remember hearing those messages spoken directly to me,
but certainly feel that they were implied in my home. One major implication of _
those messages for children translated into practice in school, was that if a child
got into trouble and was punished, the news was hiddeﬁ from pafents, otherwise
the punishment could well be repeated at home. This reinforced the notion of the

teacher knowing best, being the expert, and the professional.

‘The 1960s saw a significant change in the population of my hometown
with the arrival of large numbers of Asian immigrants from India and Pakistan.
These groups of people set great store by academic endeavour and achievement,
as key to their future prosperity. They also brought with them from their native
countries their respect and reverence for teachers, especially as most had
received little education themselves. Yet again, my mother was approached for

advice and support of many kinds — perhaps, not just because she was a teacher,

but as she was the only ‘educated’ person they had access to and felt they could
approach. These experiences served to re-enforce and prolong my perceptions of
this traditional parent\teachér relationship, when perhaps in other places changes

were starting to take place.



During my seven years of secondary schooling, my parents visited my
school approximately ten times - namely, on the annual Parents’ Night and on
the annual Speech Day, but only if | was to receive a prize. Parents’ Night
consisted of a series of short, formal interviews where teachers talked and parents
listened. This feedback was summarised in the end of year report, which

contained vague comments such as ‘Good on the whole'.

Communication between school and home was extremely limited.
Parents were only contacted if there was a serious problem, such as a disciplinary
concern. This took the form of a letter as the majority of families had no home
telephone at that time. Little communication of a more general nature took place.
Even an issue as important as choosing subject options for GCEs or career advice
was relayed by word of mouth, which may suggest that parental assistance in
making decisions was regarded as unnecessary or minimal, at best. Perhaps, |
was more fortunate than others in that my mother was able to give me the
guidance and advice | needed, having been through the higher education system
herself, and was more knowledgeable in this area than the parents of many of my
school friends. None of my school friends or their parents seemed to expect more

of the teachers or the school than was given or received.

Experiences as a teacher

| began training as a teacher shortly after the publication of the Plowden
Report (CACE, 1967) — the first official report to place emphasis on the
importance of involving parents in their children’s school and therefore by
association, in their education. One module in my training, the Sociology of
Education, went sbme way towards acknowledging the importance of parents and

family influence, but more in the context of the values associated with different
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social classes in relation to educational expectations for their children, than in
teachers working with parents and forming relationships with them. Certainly |

have no recollection of links being made between levels of parental expectations
and the stages and rates of young children’s development and learning, or the

implications for a teacher in the classroom.

My recollections as a young teacher date back to my first teaching post
-as a neMy qualified and newly married twenty-one year old teacher in the early
1970s in an inner-city Manchester school, with a predominantly Afro-Caribbean
population. | prepared for my first Parents’ Evening with some trepidation as it had
been explained to me by experienced colleagues that on no account was | to

close the classroom door and | was to use the hand bell provided so that | could
summon assistance from the teacher next door should a parent become violent or
abusive. On the evening itself, | was asked by several mofhers, much older t'han
myself, for advice on issues related to their social situation, such as marriage
~ guidance, housing and benefits, rather than information regarding their children’s

education.

This incident evoked memories of my childhood when my mother was
visited at home and asked for advice on a number of issues. | have never been
sure why this was but | have since considered a number of reasons. Was it
because a teacher was a respected member of their co_mmunity? Was it because |
was a white female in a black community, and had been educated to a higher
level than the majority of the population? Or was it because as a junior member of
staff | was more approachable than the headteacher or my older and more
experienced, and therefore, higher status colleagues? Perhaps, they had no-one
else to turn to, or felt that as an early years’ teacher, associated with a friendly

caring image, | would be more sympathetic? Whatever their reasons, | was
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initially surprised, and felt totally unqualified and reluctant to give advice, even
though at times | knew it left them disappointed or dissatisfied. 1 recalled the
status of those teachers in my home town, and now many years later in a changed
world, teachers were still held in high regard in this inner city community: yet how
different it seemed from this new perspective as a teacher myself. One thing was
surprising and additional to the relationship my mother had experienced: parents
felt the'yr could give me, their child’s teacher, advice - albeit on the most effective
punishment for their child. They, in effect, gave me permission to ‘beat him if he's
naughty’, ‘take a stick to him if he's cheeky - it works at home’. However, on
reflection | feel this was a significant move forward, as a form of two-way

communication regarding the education of their children was taking place.

My second job added further memorable experiences and developed my
thinking about parents and what they want from teachers. | worked for seven
years in a primary school, situated in a northern industrial town and with a
population of predominantly skilled and semi-skilled parents. The contact with
parents of reception children was usually on the day of admission and then once a
vear on parents’ evening. At other times, parents waited outside the school
building and many outside the gate too. It was as though an inviéible ‘No parents
beyond this point’ sign was posted on the school wall. Most parents gave the
impression that they had neither the right nor the confidence to ask appropriate
questions, and get involved in, the education of their children, and no-one in
school attempted or wished to change that position. They gave the impression that
they felt their child’s education only took place within school hours, and only inside
the school building, and that was how they felt it should be. Neither the
headteacher and teachers nor parents made any attempts to change this

situation.



My overriding memory of parents’ evenings during those years is the
recurring scenario of a stream of parents, usua'lly mothers, with the occasional
father, who looked uncomfortable and often remained silent thro_ughout the
meeting, asking the same three questions about their child’s first year in school —
‘Is he getting on alright with his reading?’ ‘Is he behaving himself?’ ‘Is he eating up
his school dinner?’ | recall asking myself the question at that time ‘what do parents
-really want for their children in their first year in school?’ and also considered the
degree t'o which these expectations matched up with the many other things which
happen in school, which parents were either unaware of or perhaps did not fe__el to

be of importance.

| contrast this with a nursery parents’ evening | conducted some years
later in 1989, albeit in a more affluent ‘leafy suburb’, when | was asked by a parent
of a four year old whether | felt his son would be likely to pass the very competitive
11+ entrance examination for Manchester Grammar School — the most prestigious
and selective independent school in the area. | remember once again considering
whether nurseries and schools were providing parents with what they would wish

for their children at this stage in their education.

The impact of becoming a parent

The impact of becoming a parent of two young children was to
significantly change my view of the role of the parent in relation to a child’s
education and the relationship with the child’s teacher. As Oakley points out

‘Life is changed because motherhood is a new job and often the only job
for a period of years' (1979, p262).

| knew that my experience as the parent of young children would be very different

to teaching children of the same age — being concerned for the education and
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welfare of one child instead of a large group (Acker, 1999, p137) Even in my new
role as a mother, there were certain aspects of my teacher role that | was unable
to leave behind. It was instinctive for me to try to get the most educational value
out of any situation, no matter how mundane or routine, such as going shopping or
hanging out the washing. Similarly, without discussion, my husband, who was also
a teacher, although he had no experience of children under nine years old,

- subconsciously or instinctively behaved in the same way towards our children.

However, as my son began to develop, | soon quéstioned why | had
received new four-year-old children into my Reception class who couldn’t count,
knew no colours and could barely converse, when he, at two years old, could do
these things and lots more. Dismissing the possibilities that | was neither a super
teacher nor my son a genius, | began to look for reasons as why there was this
enormous disparity. Admittedly, my eight years of teaching experience, before
having my own children, was confined to two schools, which although very
different, were both located in areas of either high or moderate socio-economic
need, yet naively | was aghast at the discrepancy in the levels of development ahd
resulting levels of achievement. | had no knowledge or understanding in this area
until later | learned of Burtonwood’'s work on the impact of social class on
children’'s education or ‘cultural capital’ —

‘Unlike working class parents, middle class parents were said to pass on

to their children skills and knowledge with which to make the most of

what school has to offer.’ (1986, p62)

The marked contrast between my own farﬁily situation and my previous
teaching experience is summed up in Steedman’s words:-

‘The mild and genteel methods by which working-class children are led

to see — out of what kind and painful necessity it is done! — that really,
they aren't very clever, really, can never be like their teacher's own child

at home’



and perhaps most significantly - ‘the main perpetrators are mainly women’ (1982,
p. 7) Equally, | identified with Bourdieu’s description of middle class

values and parents’ priorities:-

‘they must therefore invest all the more in the education of their children

in that their social success, that is to say, at least, their being able to

maintain themselves in the dominant classes, depends all the more

completely onit.’ (1973, p92)

| became aware that the children | taught came from homes which
Slowman had described some years previously as ‘with no tradition of culture or
learning’ (1963, p11) or where ‘there are not many good books to read, there is
very little good music, there is above all not a great deal of very intelligent
conversation.” (James, 1961, p155) | came to recognise the above factors as

middle class perceptions of ‘culture’ and notions of ‘goodness,’ and recognised my

own behaviours here.

| tried to reflect on my teacher training and the issues around social
class and parental expectations, in contrast to child development, which
amazingly did not feature at all. In fact, | had not understood the impact of socfal
class and cultural capital on children’s education until | had seen contrasting
families and communities at first hand, but largely | was left with the feeling of how
inadequately | had been prepared for the range of children and families | could
possibly come into contact with in my future teaching career. This was the
motivation for me to begin to read more widely in these areas and explore issues

around children and their parents.

At this point some of the many questions | considered were:- ‘Were

parents interested in helping children to develop to their full potential before
starting formal education?’ ‘Are parents aware of the importance of talking to their

children?’ ‘Do parents have the confidence and skills to help their children?’

9



‘Would they welcome the opportunity to develop their own skills?’ And, further:-
'If reading books are sent home from school, do teachers explain what is expected
of parents?’ ‘How do teachers know if parents have adequate literacy skills
themselves to help their children in reading?’ ‘While many parents read stories to
their children, are they aware of the other things they could do?’ and, ultimately,

do parents see education as solely the teacher’s job?’

| had no experience or insight through friends or family members into
the role of the parent of a school age child, so seeing things from an entirely
different perspective took me completely by surprise. When my children started
playgroup and then primary school, | was ill-prepared for how | would feel standing
on ‘the other side of the school gate’. On reflection, | feel it was the contrast
between being in control of a situation and feeling quite helpless which was the
surprise. But | also experienced other feelings — those of shame in how, as a
teacher, | had treated parents, and the ignorance of their situation, which had led
to my treatment of them. | suppose it was at this point when | really began to take
a serious interést in the parenf\teacher relationship, when it affected me in a néw

and much more personal way.

Previously, as a teacher | had on rare occasions encountered parents
who came into school on a regular basis for what | had felt were the most
insignificant of issues. | sometimes viewed their visits as an irritation and
interference in not allowing me, the professional, to get on with my job. As a young
and relatively inexperienced teacher, | remember feeling challenged and
threatened. These experiences had such a marked effect on me that | was
determined not to be ‘that type of parent’ myself. | had decided that, as a parent, |

would keep a low profile, to the extent of not telling anyone in my children’s school
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that | was an infant teacher. This was in case they should feel | was ‘looking over

their shoulders’ and not allowing them to get on with their job as they felt was best.

As time progressed, | found it increasingly difficult to maintain a low
profile and naturally, like most parents, had very strong feelings about anything
which adversely affected my children. There were occasions when | went into
~school to discuss issues relating to my children’s education although conflicting
feelingsrdid cause me to delay these visits until | felt | had no other choice. |
suppose my teacher knowledge helped me to know how my son was and should
be progressing, even though | couldn't know how he behaved, interacted with

other children and adults, and generally participated in school.

Returning to teaching

Inevitably, after six years at home as a full time mother, | had mixed
feelings about leaving my children and returning to teaching, but | knew that |
would be a very different kind of teacher than | had been previously, aﬁd
hopefully, a better one for adding a new perspective. With my experiences as a
parent fresh in my mind and indeed on-going, | was now keen to change from the
unapproachable and ‘teacher knows best’ figure, into the type of teacher with
whom most parents could identify. | vowed to become more accessible ana treat
parents in a warmer and more welcoming manner. | also believed that the fact that
| had young children of a similar age to those | was teaching would give me more
credibility in the parents' eyes and, consequently, | went out of my way to tell them

a little about my children and establish a sort of empathetic relationship.

As a working mother in the 1980s, | too had the issues of childminders,

collecting children from school, forgetting dinner money and PE kit. | became

11



more patient and sympathetic to parents’ domestic problems. | would like to think |
had some influence in changing the image of teachers in the eyes of the parents
of children | taught at that time, although that was not my spéciﬁc intention. On
reflection, | suppose | went some way towards putting into practice the
recommendation from the Plowden Report that teachers should become
‘substitute mothers’ to the children (CACE, 1967, p367) or become a ‘substifute
parent’ '(Sikes, 1997, p61). 1 was quite comfortable in taking a child on my knee
and giving a reassuring cuddle, just as | would with my own child, if | felt that was
what was needed in a particular situation. 1 felt that's what parents would expect
of, and want of, me too. Furthermore, | changed to placing greater emphasis on
the needs of the children before curriculum content. The personal relationship |
built up with the children, their attitudes and values in térms of their personal,
social and emotional development seemed to me of much greater importance and

| felt would have a longer lasting impact on their development and their learning.

Communication with parents of children in my care became very
~ important to me and a strong feature of my practice as an early yeérs teacher.' |
started to inform parents of things | had never before realised they wanted or
- needed to know — the ‘nitty gritty’ things concerning PE kit, details of routines, as
well as small pieces of information on progress, pointing out milestones in their
learning, large and small, and other developments. If | was faced with a scenario |
was unsure about, | would stop, stand back and say 'What would | feel like as a
parent in this situation?’ | also recognised that parents had lots of valuable
Information about their children, which could be useful to me in working with and
understanding them. | valued their contribution to their child’'s education —
however large or small that would be — and knew that parental involvement was
key to children achieving their full potential in learning. This | now understand

went some way towards what is now known as ‘partnership with parents’, but pre-
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empted the changing role of parents first as ‘consumers’, and only much later as

‘partners’.

These changes to my beliefs and practice were not replicated nor
approved of by many of my teacher colleagues, especially those who were much
more experienced than | was and did not have children of their own. However, |
~continued and held fast to my beliefs, in spite of knowing that the relationship |
“had established with parénts throughout their children's Reception year may not
be developed in subsequent years. | realised only too well that for successful
parentteacher relationships to develop, there must be a common belief and

underétanding leading to uniformity in practice across the school, rather than one

teacher working in isolation.

In the following years, many more experiences and incidents further
influenced my beliefs and practice. As parents began to take a more active
interest in their children’s education, and were ready to express their opinions,
both positive and negative, as to how they felt the provision matched up with whrat
they wanted for their child, | recall two particular incidents which | feel are of some
significance. Firstly, before admission to Reception class, | encountered a mother
of a young four year old who was dissatisfied with our tried and tested policy of the
gradual induction of children into school, which included a half term’s part time
attendance before full time for the rest of the aéademic year. Her opinion was that
her daughter was now ready to move on from the part time attendance she had
experienced in pre-school, to full time school from the beginning of term. |
explained that her daughter, and the other children in the class too, would find a
full school day, including the additional travelling time of a bus journey to and from
school, very tiring. Our decision to initially continue part time attendance was

based on many experiences of watching children fall asleep in the afternoons in
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the first few weeks of term. The mother remained unconvinced but had to conform
to the policy of the school. Two weeks later, on collecting her daughter from
school, she came to tell me that | was right, she was Wrong and that her daughter
had slept every afternoon when she got home. | was naturally pleased that she
had told me that piece of information, confirming that our policy was in fact the
right one, but also that she had felt she could come and approach me with her
‘changed opinion, and had confidence in seeking to develop our relationship in the

best interests of her child.

Secondly, and this was an incident which was eventually repeated with.
different parents, | encountered a parent, who had what | felt were unrealistic
expectations of my time for her child. She felt her child did not receive enough
individual attention during the course of a school day — usually relating to such
iIssues as hearing reading and changing reading and library books. | employed
the tactic of trying to get that parent in to spend a day, or even a morning, in the
classroom to see the routines and practices from a different perspective, namely
through the eyes of the class teacher who has to consider the needs of all the
children and all areas of the curriculum. As expected, | got the same reaction
from the parent - a total change of attitude. In discussion with parents after their
visits, | would hear such phrases as ‘| didn’t know you had to do all those things in
a day’, ‘| don't know how you do it’, and ‘l wouldn't do your job for a million
pounds’. These ‘converts’ could be heard at the school door singing the braises of
teachers to any parents who-would listen. Consequently, the parenfi\teacher
relationships with these parents, were some of the best developed, and, as a

result, 1 felt their children receiving the most benefit.

Following incidents such as these, and my growing interest in the role of

parents in supporting their children’s education, | volunteered to take on
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responsibility for the parent classroom helper scheme, which had been in place
some years before but had lapsed and now needed to be re-launched. The
benefits of additional support for class teachers also resulted in satisfaction for
parents in the short term, and increased knowledge and skills in being able fo
better support their own children’s learning at home in the long term. My role
involved talking to parents, largely mothers, producing guidelines for them to work
‘to, allocating them to classes according to their preferred age of child and
“maximising their particular interests or skills. At the same time, the school | was
working in felt the need to inform parents as to the way subjects were taught in
school in response to requests for more information on the curriculum. Focusing
on one subject per term, we gave parents an input on National Curriculum
requirements, how it was taught and how it changed as children progressed
through the schoo!l. | remember the two workshops | most enjoyed presenting,
and in return saw the most benefit in terms of increased understanding of parents
and subsequent support for their children, were in the areas of the development of

emergent writing and the use of books without text.

One final change in the promotion of parent\school relationships at that
time was the headteacher informing newly arrived parents by word of mouth and
in the school prospectus that the school operated an ‘Open Door’ policy. | am not
sure exactly what his intentions were nor how he saw this operating, but staff and
parents alike were unclear as to what this meant. Some parents assumed that
they could drop into a classroom at any time and problematically engage the
teacher in a lengthy conversation regardless of the fact that she had a class of
children to teach at the same time. On reflection, | feel the scheme could have

been the headteacher’s reaction to the move towards being more accountable to

parents and establishing more open relationships with parents, but it did serve to
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remind me that any policy must be discussed, negotiated, agreed with and clear to:

all staff for it to have any chance of working effectively.

Finally, towards the end of the 1980s, the increasingly close
relationships developed between parents and their children’s teachers, whilst
being generally welcomed by my own, now headteacher, husband and myself for
‘most of the year, had an impact on our holidays and time out of school, to such an
‘extent tﬁat it become an intrusion, eventually leading us to deny our chosen
profession, or travelling ‘incognito’ when on holiday. Previously, our experiences
with parents met casually on beaches or in hotels had fallen into two main
categories. Firstly, parents felt they could ask for advice on their children’s
learning or social problems in school, or secondly, they had a complaint of the
inadequacies of their children’s teachers or school. Here was a significant move
forward from forming and enjoying a relationship with their child's own teacher, to
feeling that they could have a sort of parent\teacher relationship with any teacher,
even on holiday. Perhaps, on reflecting back to my childhood, this current type of
parent\teacher relationship shares some similarities with the position held by niy

mother in the 1950s, but had moved forward too.
Recent experiences

The introduction of Standard Assessment Tasks (SATs), now re-named
National Curriculum Tests (NCTs), and the publication of league tables nationwide
heightened the focus on and pressure to raise standards, and consequently,
impacted on what parents hope their children will achieve by certain ages. These
factors, together with the 1998 introduction of Baseline Assessment, a battery of
assessment tests administered to children on admission to reception classes, and

subsequently replaced in 2003 by the Foundation Stage Profile, served to produce
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a benchmark against which future progress can be measured, have had a ‘knock
on’ effect on the expectations of parents. The desire of parents for their child to
‘make an early start’ or ‘get ahead’, have exerted pressure on teachers to start
formal learning, in the 3Rs in particular, at a younger age. Generally, the types of
questions | have been asked by parents on parents’ nights are very different and
more extensive. | feel they also reflect an increase in the amount of knowledge
parents possess, perhaps as a result of input by schools regarding the curriculum
and assessment. This inevitably impacts on parents’ expectations for their
children, and their own role within the child’'s educational progress and

achievement.

However, recent observations and overheard conversations bet\;veen
parents collecting their young children would also indicate that some still want a
child-minding facility rather than an educational establishment. Many do not
appear to value the work, qualifications and experience of Foundation Stage
practitioners, nor do they have any interest in what their children are learning.
Eavesdropping on further conversations and exchanges has also caused me to
consider that some parents want and need teachers to act as strict disciplinarians
to their children. This could perhaps be because of recollections of their own early
school days or that their own parenting skills are poor and they are unable to
establish an effective behaviour regime themselves. | have encountered
troublesome pre-school children of three and four years old being threatened by
parents, usually mothers - ‘When you go to big school, you'll have to behave
yourself. The teachers there will sort you out!’ or even ‘We'll send you to boarding
school.” While | have found this attitude worrying from a teacher’s perspective due
to the negative attitude a child is likely to bring to school, | have looked a little
further and realise this could be a recognition of the teacher as a highly skilled and

expert professional: or cry for help from parents, who need help and support in
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developing their parenting skills especially in the area of behaviour management. [
have then asked myself the question ‘Where do parents get this sort of support?’

and ‘Is it the school’s responsibility to provide it?’

Neil Griffiths, a former headteacher and consultant for the Basic Skills
agency, in working increase the basic skills of parents, visited Cyprus to share his
experiences of involving parents in supporting their children's literacy
development. | remember his presentation was inspiring but his comment about
parents supporting children’s reading has stayed with me - ‘We sehd reading
books home and hope for the best’. | know only too well how true this is, but l_
have pondered the enormity of the implications for schools and teachers ever
 since — namely, that if we expect or want to offer parents the opportunity to
support their children’s Iearning,‘ schools need to ensure that parents have the

skills to do it.

My current role of Advisory Teacher, with Service Children’s Education
~ with British forces families in Cyprus, is peripatetic and not based as a teacher iln
one school. It involves training and development within early years' settings
across a number of schools and consequently, my relationship with parents of
young children is now very different to that which | have experienced and enjoyed
as a class teacher in the past. In short, it has given rﬁe the opportunity to take one

step back and see the parent\teacher relationship from a different perspective.

While the majority of my time is taken up with running in-service training
courses for teachers, keyworkers and other non-teaching support staff working
with children aged three to eight years old, there has been a recent increase in the
amount of work | have been asked to carry out with pafents. This has fallen into

two broad areas - firstly, keeping parents informed as to what government
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requirements are for the Foundation Siage and how this translates into everyday
practice in their child’s setting and, secondly, ways in which parents can support
their children’s learning at home. This aspect of my work has enabled me to
speak with parents in a different context. This move goes some way towards
reflecting the many initiatives currently in train in the UK to promote parental
partnerships and home-school links. The most prominent of these is the Surestart
programme - ‘a government programme to deliver the best start in life for every
child. ‘lts purpose is to ‘bring together early education, childcare, health and family
support.’ (Surestart website) This has focussed first on inner cities and other areas

of high socio-economic need, and is spreading across the whole of England.

My current role also provides opportunities for contact with parents in
yet another context. On occasion, | have been able to listen to the diverse
comments and observe attitudes of parents from a distance or as a ‘fly on the
wall’, when they are unaware of my presence and my interest. This can take
place at the end of a school day as parents are waiting for children and chatting
together, greeting children and sometimes talking with the child’s early yearé’
practitioner. Perhaps, the ‘laid-back’ Mediterranean attitude of Cyprus takes over
In the hot summer months when they are not too interested, but in the winter when
people revert to a UK-type lifestyle, | have become aware of an ever-accelerating
pace of life some parents adopt, as they whisk their children off to music, judo,.
football, swimming, drama or ballet lessons. | have formed the impression that the
notion of ‘cultural capital’ has given way to Gershuny’s ‘busyness generation’ with

parents now investing in their children’s ‘human capital.’ (in Nursery World, 2005,

p9)

Finally, my experience as a parent of children, who some years ago

were aged three to five years old has some bearing on my thinking. My children
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attended pre-school, nursery or reception class at a time before the creation of the
Foundation Stage or the introduction of the Desirable Outcomes for Children’s
Learning and the accompanying requirements for staff working with young
children to be qualified to specified standards. At the time, | gave little thought to
what type of pre-school setting they attended, opting for the closest as it was the
most convenient and easiest for me to get to, or later on the same campus as the
~school in which | was working. | recall wanting my children to attend pre-school
for mainly social reasons and expected a range of activities to be provided,

predominantly geared towards their social, physical and creative development.

On transfer to Reception class, my expectations were very diiferent,
perhaps because of the move to primary school, the fact that staff were qualified
teachers and that the emphasis would shift to the more formal learning involved in
literacy and numeracy — areas | was very familiar with as a reception teacher
myself at the time. | took a very active part in their education at home, teaching
them what | felt they should learn, rather than working closely with the teacher or
- pre-school staff to support and extend what learning had taken place during thé

day.

However, | have recently wondered if my children were young now or if |
had grandchildren in the three to five age range, what | would look for and what
my expectations would be in deciding on the right provision for them. | feel that |
‘would visit several settings or schools. Before making my choice, | would ask
informed and searching questions, expect regular information and feedback on
what my children had been engaged in and take an active part in supporting not
only their education, but also the setting they attended. Also | have no doubt that
my training as an Ofsted Registered Nursery Inspector (Rg NI) would have some

bearing on the setting, of my essential and desirable criteria. | also wonder
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whether | would really see the two parts of the FS provision as the same stage of
education or whether my expectations for children and practitioners in each part

would be different.

In sum, recent developments and personal reflections, coupled with my
accumulated experience of the increasing involvement of parents in education
- over thirty years, have led me to think about what parents actually want for their
~ children, in terms of education and relationship with their teacher, at the beginning
of the twenty first century. In the context of a na{ionwide interest in and diverse
schemes related to parinership with parents, alongside the many conversations |
have had with colleagues, | know this is an issue of interest within my own

organisation and to others in the early years’ field too.

The research question

The relationship between parents and their children’s teachers is multi-
faceted and constantly changing. In consequence, the issues around these
relationships are many and complex. Within this broad area of parental issues, |
chose to focus on what expectations parents have for their children in the
Foundation Stage. This included exploring factors, such as whether the
expectations of parents change according to the age of the child. As this
educational stage straddles the transition between non-statutory and statutory
education, and the tremendous development, which takes place iIn children
between the ages of three to five years, | felt that the expectations over the period
of the stage would be likely to change, with perhaps some basic principles
remaining t|:1e same. | also tried to discover whether there is a shift in emphasis Iin

the balance between care and education as the stage progresses. | felt many
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parents of five year olds could have the expectation that their children would be
making a start on acquiring basic skills in reading, writing and arithmetic, ready for
the transfer to Key Stage One. Any long term goals or ambitions parents have for

their children could easily impact on expectations at an earlier age.

| also wanted to explore what methods of learning parents believed to
be appropriate for their children to achieve their expectatiohs. My perception was
that most parents of three year olds would consider play to be an appropriate
medium for learning, whereas parents of five year blds may prefer more formal
and traditional methods of teaching and learning, in assisting them in acquiring
basic skills, especially in the three ‘Rs’. However, | recognised that factors such as

parental background, education and knowledge about how young children develop

and learn could also influence their views.

As a large part of my role concerns training those who work in the
Foundation Stage, particularly support staff who have little or no previous
experience or qualifications in early years education, | asked parents hbw
important they considered the qualifications of the staff, who work with their

children, and what level of qualification they felt the employment requirement to

be. As partnership between parents and staff is a requirement in the Foundation

Stage, | was also interested to find out whether parents see the importance of this

relationship and what form they feel it should take.

Before starting out, | expected some of the other issues likely to emerge
would be specifically related to the unique context of the research - the British
Forces community in Cyprus. (This is explained in some detail in Chapter 3.) |
knew that Service Children's Education colleagues had focussed on issues of

gender in the military environment in their studies:- Ceri Maher's “‘Why do boys like
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to build and girls like to draw, (MA thesis, 2002) and more specifically Nicola
Walters’ * Gender roles and toys in the home: parents’ attitudes and children’s
experiences.’ (2002) Firstly, | believed there could be a difference in expectations
by mothers and fathers: namely, that fathers would have more goal-oriented
expectations, whereas mothers would be more concerngd with ‘doing their best’
and ‘being happy’. Secondly, due to the fact that the study is set in a male-
~ dominated community, | felt there could be different expectations for boys and
girls, particularly by fathers who could view their sons as the ‘breadwinners of the
next generation.” In addition, | was prepared for a variation in expectations
according to the position of the child within the family, as parents of a second,
third or fourth child reaching the Foundation Stage would be more likely to have

experience in, be knowledgeable about and have formed definite opinions on
educating young children during the early years. Also, parents who had received
information about the Foundation Stage through the school or setting their child |
attends, or through other means, would be more likely to have some awareness of
the type of curriculum their children were currently receiving and had given some

thought to whether they feel it to be appropriate to their child’'s needs.

From questioning on this aspect of my enquiry, | also needed to explore
the level of awareness of the existence of the Foundation Stage as a recognised

stage of education for young children and how far this impacted on the opinions

and expectations of parents.

While all the above factors interested me, | was aware of and indeed
welcomed any other related issues, which emerged as | commenced my study,
However, | knew that there would be too many to cover in a project of this size

and | had to restrict my focus following the pilot study.
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One final factor which motivated me was that as the Foundation Stage is
a newly created phase of education, having only come into existence in the year
2000, little research had already been carried out in this area. While

acknowledging that this in turn made the study problematic in terms of relevant
reference material, it was exciting to be one of the first researching into issues In

this field, and thus make a small contribution to the body of knowledge In this

~dred.
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Chapter 2 - The development and nature of parental

involvement in children’s education

Introduction

The involvement of parents in their children’s education is now an
i accepted and integral part of the English educational system. Whilst the level and
type of involvement may vary, it is commonly acknowledged to be beneficial to the
child, family and school, as Hannon (1995) comments that parental involvement is
'an end — a good - in itself’. (p50),
or as Sir Christopher Ball explains, in reference to our youngest children, —

It is from parents that children learn most, particularly in the early

months and years ....the closer the links between parent and nursery
...the more effective that learning becomes.’ (RSA, 1994)

However, as recently as 1978, Lightfoot viewed families and schools as
'worlds apart’, sustaining and reinforcing Waller's (1965) opinion of teachers and
parents as being ‘natural enemies’. In 1983, Wolfendale felt it was essential to
move towards a model of parents and teachers respecting each other with ‘equal
strengths and equivalent expertise’ (p15), and similarly, Tizard and Hughes (1984)
appreciated the value of the knowledge and opinions of parents, and

recommended shifting ....

‘the emphasis away from what parents should learn from professionals
and towards what professionals can learn from studying parents and

children at home.’ (p267)

In recent years, the terms ‘inclusion’ and ‘partnership with parents’ have
become everyday phrases. Yet to arrive at this position — from exclusion of
parents - typified by signs outside school gates reading

‘No Parents beyond this point’
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- to varying measures of involvement, has taken a long time. In fact, the process
has taken over a century, with many changes coming at an increasing pace
towards the end of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first. As detailed
below, several education acts have succeeded in changing some aspects of
practice, but not necessarily the underpinning entrenched beliefs and attitudes of

both parents and teachers.

The development of parental responsibility and involvement in children’s

education

The Education Act of 1870 established compulsory education for alil
children up to the age of ten, following centuries where most children had received
a degree of informal education at home, usually from their parents. Many parents
were themselves illiterate — not having had the opportunity to learn nor indeed,
needing literacy skills to carry out their daily work. Therefore, the type of education
parents were likely to be able to provide for their children was based largely on
life skills’ and aimed at providing the means to earn their own living. Parenfs
generally tried to give their children the necessary preparation for sons to follow
their fathers, and likewise, daughters their mothers, into the same job of work.
Children of illiterate parents rarely had the opportunity to extend their level of
education in general, and literacy in particular, beyond that of their parents.
Therefore, becoming literate and aspiring to a higher level or different type of
education was rarely possible, thus barring the route to a more highly paid job of

work and a more prosperous lifestyle.

The introduction of mass education took the responsibility for education
of children away from parents and placed it in the hands of professionals. This

move implied that what parents had been doing previously was inadequate and
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inferior. The instruction to parents, and indeed the role for parents in their
children’s education was clear - that they must send their children to school. This
change received a mixed reaction, with many parents feeling it to be an
infringement of their rights. Working class parents relied on their children to work
and help with household chores. For this group, compulsory education would
result in a loss of family income. Some welcomed the new opportunity knowing
‘this could provide their children with greater chances to prosper. The views of

others were related to the gender of the child: the notion that education was

wasted on girls was particularly commonplabe.

Hannon (1995) suggests that from its introduction the

‘Engliéh system of education was characterised more by parent
exclusion than by parental involvement.’ (p18)

Indeed, parents rarely ventured near or beyond the school gate and many
abdicated all responsibility for their children’s education, believing 'the teacher
knows best’. Teachers generally encouraged this attitude as it enhanced their
professional status and identity through. maintaining their perceived possession of

a specialised body of knowledge.

It wasn't until the publication of the Hadow Report in 1931 (Board of

Education, p93) that there was any recognition of the value of the essential
educational experiences parents provided for their children at home, and that the
two types of education - life skills and academic capability - shquld go hand in
hand to adequately prepare children for their life ahead. This report, Hurst feels,
‘required us to lay the foundations of a new relationship with parents -

one in which the nature of the young child made co-operation with the
home an integral part of providing appropriate educational experiences.’

(1991, p99)
Whilst many developments took place during the following decades of the late

nineteenth and early to mid-twentieth centuries, these were largely in funding,
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focusing on areas such as reduction of class sizes, improved resourcing, the
curriculum and examinations, and lengthening of the period of compulsory
education. Little development took place in the roles of parents and teachers, and

the relationship between them, with teachers maintaining their respected and

professional status in society.

The 1944 Education Act marked a fundamental change in attitude
towards universal education, by shifting the emphasis from parents being legally
required to send their children to school, to a right and an entitlement to quality
education. This formed part of a wider entitlement to state-provided services, in
response to and in recognition of the universal contribution to the Second World
War effort. According to Anning (1997)

‘everybodsr was rightful heir to a welfare state which guaranteed a

minimum standard of health, education and economic status regardless

of social class.’ (p4)
However, parental ‘exclusion’ continued in many forms (Hannon, 1995, p17) Not
only were parents discouraged from physically entering school buildings, with ‘No
parents beyond this point’ notices still displayed prominently until the mid-
twentieth century, but teachers maintained tight control of the curriculum and its
related resources, keeping education firmly inside school. One extreme example,
which | remember in my first years of teaching, took place as recently as the
1960s and 1970s, was the use of the Initial Teaching Alphabet (ita) to teach
children to read. This scheme used a system of 42 symbols rather than the 26
letters of the traditional alphabet. Consequently, parents, who were keen to

support their children’s réading progress, were unable to do so due to lack of both

knowledge and access to appropriate resources outside school.

While the Plowden Report (1967, Children and their Primary Schools) is

best known for its promotion of the ‘child-centred’ approach to the education of
28



young children, with its much-quoted phrase ‘at the heart of the education process
lies the child,’ (para 9) it also brought parental involvement into the spotlight and,
significantly, the use of the word ‘partnership’

'‘One of the essentials for the educational advance is a closer
partnership between the two parties (i.e. schools and parents) to every
child’'s education (p37)
Vincent (1996) suggests that the aim was to stretch

- ‘the school walls to include those parents who were cooperative and

supportive’
and to

‘convert’ as many individual parents as possible to supporting the goals
of the school.’ (p25)

The term ‘Participation by Parents’ was born, and the report went so far as to
outline how this participation could be effectively achieved through a five point
plan. It recommended the formation of Parent-Teacher Associations (PTAS),
parents having the right to choose their children’s schools, home visits by
teachers, the introduction of community scﬁools and pre-school contact with
parents. Significantly, it further recommended that ‘Open Days’ be scheduled at a
time when fathers as well as mothers would be able to attend — an
acknowledgement that not only the interest and involvement of the mother was
needed and valued, but that of the father too: an acknowledgment of the steady

erosion of the traditional roles of mother at home as carer and father at work and

as breadwinner.

The impact of the Plowden Report was that parents indeed became
more involved in the life of the school. However, this was not so much in directly
supporting the education of their own children, but rather in the broader and less
specific role of helping to raise funds and in mothers volunteering in the
classroom, albeit carrying out low-level, ‘non-educational’ tasks such as washing

paint pots and mending library books. Parents still had limited knowledge of and
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no influence or involvement in the curriculum, which continued to be the
responsibility of the individual teachers or school. Some teachers preferred to
maintain control and retain the role and status as the ‘expert’ and

‘felt that parents should be dissuaded from working with their children on
reading because it could possibly hinder children’s progress’
(Weinberger, 1996, p23)

Newson and Newson interviewed parents about their level of support for

their children’s learning. One parent, following a meeting with her child’s teacher,

commented that

'| found out that we were doing the wrong thing teaching him a different

way, you see, so it’s best to leave it alone’. (1997, p145)

The Urban Aid programme of the late 1960s and 1970s poured large
sums of money into education in the inner cities in the belief that additional
funding and an expansion of Nursery education for children from deprived,
immigrant and working class families would ‘combat the known effects of social
disadvantage’. (Anning, 1997, p5) This notion was based on a deficit model, with
extra support being provided to compénsate for what was lacking in the home
environment, thus the term ‘Compensatory Education’ was born. In line with
similar projects taking place in thé USA, language acquisition, in particular, was
iargeted. It was reported in the Newsom Report that :-

‘there is much unrealised talent especially among boys and girls whose
potential is masked by inadequate powers of speech and the limitations
of home background’ (CACE, 1963, p3-5)

While the term ‘Compensatory Education’ had negative connotations, it
was significant in that it acknowledged the importance of what happened in the
home and, by implication, the parents’ contribution, as opposed to the previously

widely held view of the child as an ‘empty vessel.’
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These measures enjoyed only limited success in the UK as it soon became
apparent that for the programmes to have real and lasting effect on the children,

'it was essential to involve parents at school.’ (Anning, 1997, p5)

The birth of the playgroup movement and development of pre-

compulsory education

Throughout the 1950s, parents, and mothers in particular, who were
keen to support their children’s education were becoming increasingly frustrated at
the slow progress in the promised expansion in Nursery education in the 1944
Education Act. Development of this provision had been slow due to the long
ﬂnancial- recovery from the Second World War and, perhaps initially, the desire to
keep married women at home, thus providing jobs for returning servicemen. Over
time,_ public demand for some kind of pre-school provision for all was growing and
Belle Tutaev's, following a letter in the Guardian in 1961, is credited with the birth
of the playgroup movement. These playgroups relied heavily on untrained but
caring and experienced mothers as providers and educators of young children.
David (1990) saw the strength of the movement as parental involvement
because.....

‘parents became involved in day-to-day actlivities, gained both directly as

these parents took home the educative practices of the play sessions,

as well as developing their own adult skills and confidence.’ (p22)

The playgroup movement became an official organisation - the Pre-
school Playgroups Association (PPA) — which went on to play an increasing and
valuable role in promoting the image and importance of playgroups in particular,
and education for the under fives in general. PPA believed in the fundamental

importance and value of parents as ‘their children’s first and most enduring

educators’ (1989, p7)
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PPA also recommended that parents...
'should be involved in all aspects of the group including management, in

order to strengthen and build on parental responsibility and increase
both enjoyment of parenting and understanding of child development.’

(1989, p39)
And further that,

‘parents, playleaders and volunteers are essential partners in the

development of good care and education practices. An atmosphere of

mutual trust and respect is vital to the group’s ability to respond to and
- cater for the needs of individual children.’ (1989, p39)

Davie et al (1984) stressed the importance of initiating close parental
links at the pre-school stage, as this sets a precedent for strong links in later
stages of education. They felt that ...

‘'staff have a unique opportunity to establish relations with parents at the

start, to capitalise on the goodwill and boost the parents’ own sense of

responsibility and confidence in their ability to contribute to their own
children’s education.’ (p142)

Opportunities for the changing roles and responsibilities of parents

Parents, who were keen to play an active part in children’s education,
were able to do so at a strategic level through the growth of consumer groups in
the 1960s. Groups such as the Advisory Centre for Education and Confederation
for the Advanclement of State Education served to question policy and practice.

(Dowling, 1988, p98)

The Bullock Report of 1975, which reported on the teaching of
language, did little to move parental involvement forward. While it referred to
parents preparing children for learning to read by instilling the right attitudes, it
actually discouraged parents from trying to help their children at home by

suggesting that many children experienced reading difficulties due to the
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‘misguided teaching from over-anxious parents in the pre-school years.’

(DES, p97)

Perhaps the most significant contribution to the shift in the relationship
between parents and teachers was the speech by Labour Prime Minister, James
Callaghan - the ‘Great Debate’ of 1976. He identified education as a problem, and
the failure of the British education system as responsible for Britain's economic
failure. He highlighted the complaints of employers, who felt that new recruits
~straight out of school were lacking basic skills in literacy and numeracy and

‘sometimes do not have the basic tools to do the job that is required.’
(TES, 1976)
This statement inevitably impacted on how teachers were viewed by the public,
which in turn significantly changed the relationship between parents and teachers.
This was a fundamental shift from teachers being viewed as belonging to the
‘trusted’ ‘all-knowing' ‘expert’ profession as previously. Therein started a
perception that teachers were performing inadequately and, which consequently

developed into being blamed for all the ills of society —

‘breakdown of law and order, destruction of family life, the erosion of
traditional values’ (Menter et al, 1997, p60)

- a perception that continued for many years. This, over time, has shifted to
schools and teachers ftrying to right the problems of society, by taking on

responsibility for sex and drugs education, giving children breakfast and providing

extended daycare.

Subsequent education acts and reports gave parents opportunities to
become more involved in their children’s education at a number of levels. In 1978,
the Warnock Report, although concerned with Special Educational Needs, refers

to the role of parents in their children’s education which could be applied to the

parents of any child:-
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‘although we see parents as being the main educators of children,
whenever possible we recognize that many parents will be unable to
bear this responsibility without help and we therefore recommend that
reinforcement and skills should be provided for parents.’ (DES, 1978)

However, it took many years for this notion to be apparent in school policies and

practice.

In 1977, the Taylor Report (DES) extended the role of parental
involvement at a different level. It recommended that parents should make up one

quarter of the membership of governing bodies of schools, but this did not become

law until the Education Act (2) 1986.

In the early 1980s, a number of initiatives and research projects, such
as the Belfield Reading Project, which focussed on issues around parental support
for children’s reading, produced strong and common conclusions. Their
cumulativé effect was the message to parents and teachers that parents could

make a positive difference to their children’s reading achievement.

Teachers found that mothers could also be a useful resource in hearing
individual children read in class — a very time-consuming exercise. By the end of

the 1980s, most schools encouraged parents to hear their children read at home,

many starting to send home books of the appropriate level within tightly structured
commercial schemes and programmes. However, it was still made clear to

parents that the teachers were doing the actual teaching of reading, with the role

of parent being one of support.

At this time, some schools and teachers sought to capitalise on the

success of parental involvement in their children's reading, and the growing notion

that parental involvement in children’s education was becoming not only
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acknowledged to be beneficial but also widely accepted as the norm. This was

slow in extending to parental involvement in other areas of the curriculum but one
project of the 1990s, and perhaps the best known as it spread nationwide, was
IMPACT. This project encouraged children to take home simple and practical

maths activities to carry out with parents. (Merttens and Vass, 1990)

'Parent as consumer

The policies of the New Right government were reflected in the 1988

Education Reform Act, which shifted parents into the role of consumers of
education. Menter et al's view was that:-

‘putting education into the market place meant making education appear
more like a commodity so that parents are given access to a range of
products from which they can select’ (1997, p26)
Consequently, the status of schools changed to take on some characteristics of
manufacturing or service companies, competing against each other in the
marketplace, each giving greater consideration to what parents actually want from
a school. To some extent, this resulted in setting one school against another in the

race to attract more pupils and the accompanying funding. Hughes et al, however,

question whether this new role of ‘parent as consumer’, whereby a parent looks at
a school from the outside, standing in judgment on its performance, was In direct

conflict with that of ‘partner’, working in tandem with individual teachers for the

benefit of the child. (1994, p7)

Kenneth Baker, as Secretary of State for Education, reinforced and
extended the notion of ‘consumers’ and ‘producers’ of education and was largely

responsible for the introduction of the National Curriculum (NC). He saw the

consumer as having power and having...
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'the ability to withdraw her ‘custom’ from an organization, rather than to
participate in its running.’ (Vincent, 1996, p11)

He suggested that the ‘producers’ — teachers, LEAs, HMI, etc, — had dominated
the system for too long and were responsible for the low and falling standards in

education, echoing the message of James Callaghan a decade before.

In taking away autonomy and responsibility for the curriculum and
placing it under government control, schools were said to be

‘freed to deliver the standards that parents and employers want.’

(Hughes et al, 1994, p10)
But in fact, the implementation of the NC resulted in the undermining of
professionalism and loss of conﬁdence_of teachers which in turn, impacted on
parent\teacher relationships. Teachers experienced a new and unpleasant feeling
of loss of control. Perhaps, in their insecurity, many tried to retain as much control
as they were able and this sometimes took the form of not sharing and working
together with parents. Or maybe, the increasing pressure on teachers to meet
prescribed government targets, alongside greater bureaucracy, left teachers with

less time to spare for parental issues.

As expectations of and pressure on teachers increased, so teachers
developed greater expectations for parents in taking a larger share of
responsibility for their children’s education through making a more significant
input. Teachers, especially in the early years, recognised the valuable contribution
of the information parents were able to give about their child. As Smith (1994)
explains,

‘Parents need to acknowledge the importance of their role as a child’s

first educators and not automatically abdicate their responsibility once a
child enters a pre-school or school setting'. (p77)
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Dowling (1988) acknowledged that parents had a wealth of information
about their children, and advocated the sharing of it with teachers. She states
that:-

‘Whatever the home circumstances or quality of relationship that exists,

parents know about their child as an individual — his fears and

excitements, his favourite playthings, his stamina and emotional
strengths and weaknesses.” (p80)
This breadth and depth of knowledge was utilised to give the teacher a greater
understanding of the child and assist planning of an appropriate curriculum
matched to the child's needs and interests. In practice, teachers and parents alike

took some time to effect this change in emphasis, moving towards a partnership,

with each having valuable information to share with the other.

The Teaching and Learhing of Reading in Primary Schools (HMI| Report
1990) responded to claims that national standards in reading were declining. It
acknowledged the value of parents’ support for children’s reading as ‘having a
positive effect on their standards of reading.’ (p12) However, it went on to
- emphasise that with or without support from parents, the effective teaching 6f

reading is the job of the school. (p16)

The Parents Charter of 1991 set out for parents not only their rights but
also their responsibilities to ‘become an effective partner in your child's education’.
(DES) This was centred around access to five key documents:- an annual written
report on the child's progress, reports on the school by independent inspeciors,
league tables comparing performance of local schools, a school booklet or

prospectus, and, an annual report from the school’'s governing body.

The 1993 Education Act gave parents an increased amount of choice on

the type of school available
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‘through the financial encouragement of specialist schools and through
the acceleration of opt-out’ (Menter et al, 1997, p30)

The term ‘parentocracy’ was used to ...
‘describe where a child’s education is increasingly dependent upon the
wealth and wishes of parents, rather than the ability and efforts of
pupils’. (Brown, 1991, p66)
At this time, members of the government, such as John Patten, justified
educational reforms in terms of ‘giving parents what they want’, yet Hughes et al
believe that there is little evidence to suggest that any serious attempts were
made to consult with parents to find out what they actually did want and what they

were satisfied or dissatisfied with. Contrarily, they found that in their study that the

‘'overwhelming majority of parents interviewed were positive in their
feelings about the school.’ (1994, p104)

and also about the quality of the job their child’'s teacher was doing and the level
of their child’s progress. (pp 108 & 111) In the same study, Hughes et al also
explored a number of other issues around what parents want. Their findings
showed that parents preferred practical and fun approaches to learning, that they
knew little about what their children were learning and wanted to know more. They
also placed emphasis on the ethos, atmosphere, quality of staff and relationships

with them before good discipline and high academic standards. (1994, p100)

The 2001 Special Educational Needs Code of Practice (SEN COP)
(DIEE — Section 2) extended the Education Act 1981 and Warnock Report 1978,
which had recommended the integration of SEN pupils in mainstream schools.
This gave parents far greater rights in determining what they felt was best for their
children, acknowledging that parents.........

‘hold key information and have a critical role to play in their children’s
education. They have unique strengths, knowledge and experience to
contribute to the shared view of a child’'s needs and the best ways of
supporting them.....They should be supported so as to be able and
empowered to...have access to information, advice and support during
assessment and any related decision-making processes about special
educational provision. (para 2:2)

38



Furthermore, it states that alongside rights, parents also have

responsibilities.........

to communicate effectively with professionals to support their children’s

education.’ (para 2:11)

Each Local Authority is required to establish a parent partnership service and the
minimum requirements of this service are f:learly stated — one being that....
| ‘parents’ views are heard and understood, inform and influence the

development of local SEN policy and practice.’ (para 2:21)

Parents are increasingly being asked their opinions on their children’s
education. As part of the OfSTED inspection schedule, schools send out parental .
questionnaires and inspectors are required to call a parents’ meeting to ascertain
their views on a range of issues related to the quality of education their children
are receiving. The recent move towards inclusion has encouraged parents to
express their feelings regarding the ethos and practice in their children’s school.
sometimes this opinion seeking has elicited some unexpected results with groups
of parents exercising their right to choose and preferring to have their children

~ educated in an ‘excluded’ situation, rather than in mainstream state schools.

Over the last ten to fifteen years, since the United Kingdom joined the
European Community, there has been an increasing political need to compare
favourably, perhaps even compete, with other European countries. In the mid
1990s, the raising of standards of achievement, especially in English and
mathematics, was high on the political and educational agendas for the
Conservative government. Edwards and Warin suggest that this initiative rested

heavily on the notion of the

‘responsible family and the middle-England, middle-class ideal.’ (1999,
p328)

This was continued in New Labour’s ‘Back to Basics’ drive, characterised by ever

more challenging targets being set year on year for pupil achievement at different
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pbints In the educational process. Many countries with high academic results inf
Europe and beyond were visited and their curricula' and teaching methods
scrutinized to discover why their results were higher than those of the UK.
Consequently, measures were put into place and a number of initiatives set up,
such as the National Literacy Strategy and National Numeracy Strategy, with the

specific intention of raising achievement in the areas of reading, writing and

mathematics.

Perhaps inevitably, many of these schemes have involved parents,
either directly or indirectly, with the belief that additional input and support at
home, coupled with more structured and systematic teaching in school can.
Improve standards. Some initiatives have taken the long term view, targeting
parents of some of the youngest children, especially in areas of high socio-
economic need. One such example is the SHARE project, which to some extent
reflects the deficit model of parenting and the Compensatory education initiative of
the 1960s. Funded through the Basic Skills Agency (an independent agency
funded by the Department of Education and Skills and the Welsh Assembly) this
targets parents who are least able to support their children’s learning — those wh‘o
themselves have low levels of literacy and numeracy. This group is targeted and
trained in school to support their children through developing their own basic skills.
Critics of this, and other such schemes, base their views on mothers being treated

as pupils, and schools imposing

‘culturally-bound assumptions about good parenting’ thus directing
‘attention at changing parental behaviour.' (Vincent, 1996, p47)

Another major initiative is Sure Start Children’s Centres, where a range
of services are brought together under one roof — nursery provision, health care,

social service support, adult education and training — to support young and one-

parent families. Sure Start, which began in 1998, has a rationale based on
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‘evidence that early, comprehensive and sustained support for children .
can help them succeed at school and help to reduce crime,
unemployment and teenage pregnancy and other social and economic

problems.’ (Morrow and Malin, 2004, p164)
Morrow and Malin believe the way forward for parents is through ‘empowerment’

and suggests this approach provides

‘opportunities to build on their strengths and develop practical skills, to
establish social networks and to create new relationships with
professionals.’ (2004, p175)

While many may agree with Pugh et al (1987) and their notion that

‘a triangle of child, parent and teacher builds the strongest structure for
the child’s education,’ (1987, p75)

at the same time one must consider that

‘Governments should not assume that all parents want the same thing —- or
that they all will want what the policy-makers currently deem desirable.’

(OECD, 1997, p15)

smith, points out that not all parents want or are able to be involved in their

children’s educational sefting —
‘for every set of opportunities, there is often a set of obstacles’. (1994, p79)

She cites some of the obstacles as ‘lack of skills or confidence to establish

relationships with other adults,
‘negative experience at school themselves’, and
‘parents who work and may not have direct contact with the setting.’
She suggests that the result can often be a feeing of guilt if ‘they do not live up to

the mythical ideal’. (1994, p79) Similarly, Vincent (1996) suggests that teachers

have ‘fixed models’ of what makes a ‘good parent’ and that

'in recent years,....researchers have highlighted the way in which
mothers, especially in the early stages of their child's education, are
subject to considerable pressure to conform to an idealized image of

‘good mothering.’ (p78)

Similarly, Edwards and Warin (1999) explain teachers’ expe&t‘?tions of parents
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‘provide the home background which created the willing pupil who was
ready and able to receive the knowledge delivered by the teacher (p327)

but they also suggest that this reduces parents’ role to that of ‘teacher’'s agent’
rather than

‘drawing on the power that parents have as role models and
motivators.’ (p331)

Bastiani (1995) takes this further by suggesting the parents are little more than
‘external props to education and noft an integral a part of it’ and that schools seek
to ‘colonise’ children’s homes. Sadly, these factors, in turn, work against the

promotion of partnerships. (in Edwards & Warin, 1999, p237)

However, there is an increasing understanding and acknowledgment at
governmental level that parents play a vitally important role in their child’s early
education. Following QCA’'s CGFS (2000, p9) recognition of parents as the child’s
‘first and most enduring educators,’ the draft framework for the new Early Years
Foundation Stage restates

‘the central imp’oﬁance of parents and families for each child's well-being

and as their first educator.’ (2006, p3)
Others, such as Drake, understand that

‘experiences in all aspects of children’s lives combine to broaden and
deepen their learning.’ (2001, p96)

Taking an example from early learning in the area of science, Siraj-Blatchford and
Macl.eod-Brudenell emphasise the extent of learning which happens in the home
on a daily basis
‘Our earliest sensory experiences involve touching, tasting, smelling,
listening to, or looking at the products of scientific...activity. As parents we
act as food technologists, we adapt and combine food products to suit our
children's tastes. Proportions are systematically varied and tested.
Experiments are conducted.’ (1999, p1)
Whilst acknowledging that this area of interest offers enormous scope for further

exploration, it is nhow possible for me to focus on this within the confines of my

current study.
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Many parents choose and are able to become involved in their children’s
school and education. Torkington (1986) suggests that this may occur at one of
three levels, She cites these as the ‘school-focused’ approach whereby parents
help to raise funds, help with transport: the ‘curriculum-focused’ approach where
parents build upon the learning their children experience in school: and the
‘parent-focused’ approach where parents and teachers work in partnership to
support children’s learning. However, David (1990) claims that opportunities for
involvement vary widely between schools and often parents’ choices are largely

determined by which options are on offer at the school.

Parental involvement and the promotion of partnership have taken many
forms. Smith records that many early years settings have gone some way towards
achieving this through

‘a programme of home visiting and shared record keeping systems/,

‘helping to make connections between what children learn at home and

in school’,

and provide

‘boxes which contain a variety of activities for parents to do at home with
their children.’ (1994, p77)

However, there are factors which counter the forging and maintenance
of close relationships between schools and parents. In 2005, headteachers were
given the power to fine parents if their children truant. This measure includes
paren_ts taking children out of school in term time, such as on a family holiday, for
more than ten days in an academic year. Many schools and headteachers have
had to make difficult decisions as to whether to impose fines on parents and risk

destroying strong relationships with parents.
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Research studies on parental involvement and expectations

‘There is now an overwhelming acceptance of the value — to children, to

parents and to the workers — of involving parents in work with children.’

(Rennie, 1996, p189)

In the 1980s a number of initiatives and research projects contributed {o
a significant shift in thinking and practice about parental involvement, and a
recognitibn of the move away from, what Bastani calls the ‘not really any of your
business’ view of parents role in the education of their children (1989, p5) Due to
the previous focus on compensatory measures to overcome the disadvantaged
children of working class and immigrant families, one of the most significant
studies was that of Hewison and Tizard. They showed that parents hearing their
children read at home was an important factor in improving reading attainment.
This lead to the Haringey Project, closely followed by the Belfield Reading Project
- the former provided books and encouraged parents to hear their children read at
home. It found that these children

‘had better reading test scores than comparable children whose parents

had not been involved in this way in the teaching of reading.” (in

Hannon 1995, p23)
The results of the study hit the headlines of the popular press and attracted
national interest when the TES concluded:-

‘The message is simple. Involving parents systematically in teaching -

their children to read produced quite spectacular results.” (1981, In

Hannon 1995, p23)
Tizard et al (1981) found that significant improvement in achievement in maths,
reading, writing and verbal reasoning was directly related to three home factors.:

‘where the mother had achieved a reasonable level of education

herself; where some form of home teaching had taken place with the

mother, however informal: and where the mother had a clear idea of her
educational role.’ (in Dowling, 1988, p95)
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Similarly, more than a decade later, West et al found that the role of the mother, ;
rather then the father, was of paramount importance. Mothers were found to be
the main, and often only, supporters of their children’s schoolwork at home, except
for the areas of mathematics and computers, where fathers took a more active
role. In terms of contact with schools,

‘mothers were more likely to attend parents’ interview evenings than
fathers. (1998, p 481)

By the end of the 1980s, most schools had gone some way towards
involving parents in hearing their children read at home. Some schools gave
general encouragement, resources and advice, while other schemes were more
prescriptive. The Paired Reading Project, which targeted special needs children
and was led by Keith Topping of Kirklees LEA, was perhaps the most well-known.
It spread throughout England and was used with children in mainstream schools
too. Hannon reported that

the cumulative effect of this and other projects was to change the

climate for parental involvement’

and persuade teachers that

'some form of parental involvement in the teaching of reading was
worthwhile.’ (1995, p25) |

Whilst encouraging, these projects served to influence only the involvement of

parents in supporting the teaching of reading.

Dame Mary Warnock, however, suggested in 1985 that a shift in
teachers’ thinking was required to move forward relationships with parents. She
claimed that teachers classified parents and placed them into two categories -
each one problematic. Firstly, she described the interfering and pushy parent who

Is always right and regularly expresses an opinion on the child's ability and what
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should be taught; and secondly, the indifferent parents who neither support nor

interfere in the education of their children. (p12)

Hughes et al (1994) explored issues around parental interest and
involvement following the rapid period of educational change in the late 1980s.
They found that 84% of parents had attended parents’ evening about their child’s
progress and 83% helped their child at home. Their findings also included the 1act
that mothérs were ‘almost always involved'. It concluded, perhaps not surprisingly,

that

‘parents, in general, are interested in their children’s education and in

particular with the progress made by their own child’. (p87) '

Bastiani, in reviewing a number of important studies on parents carried
out throughout the 1980s, came to the conclusion that

‘their beliefs and expectations, their actual dealings with their children’s

schools and their wider involvement in parental concerns, are not only

enormously diverse, but also susceptible to change on the light of

experience.’ (1993, p108)

While the importance of the role of parents in relation to their children’s
achievement was becoming more and more widely accepted, surprisingly this was

not reflected in the publication of the revised National Curriculum - Curriculum

2000 — which made no mention of parental involvement other than a scant

comment —
‘Teachers are required to report annually to parents on pupils’ progress’
(P18}

However, the focus remained on the impact and influence of parents on
their young children’s academic achievement, not only in the world of education
through research-based documents such as ‘The Impact of Parental Involvement
on Children’s Education’ (DFES, 2003) and the Effective Provision of Pre-school

Education (EPPE) report, which found that
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‘The frequency with which parents reported reading to their child was
associated with higher scores in all outcomes.’ (2004, p14)
but also in the public domain, and reported in the press - one example being a
Sunday Times report under the headline ‘Working mothers’ children Iag in tests’
‘Children whose mothers return to work full-time soon after giving birth

are likely to develop more slowly than those with stay-at-home mothers,
say researchers.” (2002, p9)

The development of early years’ education over the past ten years

In 1990, the publication of the Rumbold Report - ‘Starting with Quality’ -
made a significant contribution to moving forward nﬁrsery education during the
1990s. It placed emphasis on providing quality care and education for the under
fives through greater co-operation between health, care and education. Improved
qualifications of staff were also recommended and in particular, bridging the gap
between vocational and academic qualifications. It was hoped that this would, in
turn, impact on the traditionally low status of staff, including qualified teachers who
work with the under—fives. In addition, it called for better adult:child ratios,
improved facilities and reinforced the notion of an appropriate curriculum for this
age group. It also adopted from ‘The Education of Children under Five’ HMI report,
the nine areas of learning and experience:-

‘Aesthetic and Creative
Human and Social
Linguistic and Literary
Mathematical

Moral

Physical

Scientific

Spiritual
Technological’

to plan an appropriately broad and balanced curriculum for this age group,
building on ‘the child’s existing knowledge, understanding and skills.” (DES,
1990, P9) |
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It must be noted that at this point in time, there was no ‘national curriculum’ for the,

under fives and curriculum provision was very varied in content and quality.

While this was a significant report in focusing attention on the education
of the under fives, its impact was disappointing and progress in implementing
recommendations slow, as Smith suggests, due to the fact that

-~ ‘provision and services for the under-fives remained non-statutory'.
(1994, p16) |
and as such, would always remain lower in priority than investment in the

education of older children.

In 1996, a milestone in the development of education for the under-tives
took place with unprecedented investment in provision for four year olds. Although
a significant commitment to nursery education, it was seen perhaps somewhat
cynically by many as part of the wider political agenda of encouraging mothers
back to work and in turn, discouraging their réliance on state benefits. The
investment took the form of a nursery voucher scheme, which entitled all parents
with children of four years old to funded nursery provision for two and a half hours
education per day, five days per week. This provision was available in LEA
(education or social services) nurseries, private or voluntary sectors and parents

could choose to redeem their vouchers on whichever type of provision best suited
their family preferences and needs. As many working parents required more hours

for their children than their funded entitlement, many chose settings which

provided extended day care and paid for the additional hours required.

Accompanying this new investment was a quality assurance scheme to
ensure that public money was being well-spent and quality education was being

provided. A set of quality standards formed part of the Ofsted framework for the
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iInspection of state-funded Nursery education, along with a curriculum document
for all to work to. This 13-page document - the ‘Desirable Outcomes for Children’s.
L.earning on Entering Compulsory Education’ - set down a series of basic targets,
across siX broad areas of learning, which it was hoped most children would
achieve by the age of five years old. The document also briefly outlined common

features of good practice and principles for parental partnership. (SCAA, 1996)

' This was a real breakthrough, as for the first time, England had a
common curriculum for all four year old children, rEQardless of the type of funded
provision their parents had chosen for them to attend, along with a guaranteed

standard of quality.

This new curriculum was closely followed in 1998 by a requirement for
all maintained primary schools to carry out a Baseline Assessment of children in
their first few weeks in their Reception class. (SCAA, 1997) According to
Allingham, (2002) the rationale behind the introduction ...

‘was twofold: teachers needed to understand the children on entry to

school, and managers and policy makers wanted data to enable

accountability.” (p19)
The data collected was to be used to measure progress made throughout the
Reception year and as a benchmark for later testing. Previously, some LEAs had
their own systems and procedures in place, but these varied in quality ana
content. Each school was required to use a scheme, which could be devised by
their own school or LEA or from a range of commercially produced packages, so
long as it met set criteria and had been accredited by SCAA. The mandatory

areas assessed were reading, writing and mathematics, with personal and social

development added later after pressure from early years’ professionals.
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There was a requirement for the results of the Baseline Assessment to
be discussed with parents, but many practitioners felt this didn't go far enough, as
there was no requirement for parents to be involved or to contribute to the
assessment process. However, some LEAs, such as Wirral and Sefton, placed
great importance on the contribution of parents and consequently, introduced

additional documentation for parents, beyond the national requirement.

In 1998, the ‘National Childcare Strategy' was unveiled. This included
the creation of

‘25 ‘Early Excellence Centres’ across the country which would serve as

‘models’ for high quality practice, integrating early education with

childcare.’ (Sylva and Pugh, 2005, p11)

They believe that Labour’s vision was two-fold ~

‘to meet the educational needs of young children but also the needs of
their families for childcare and parent support for education.” (2005,

p12)
However, by far the greatest national impact was the extension of nursery
education to provision for three year olds. The Desirable Outcomes document was
replaced by ‘The Early Learning Goals.” (QCA, 1999) and the Ofsted framework
for inspection was amended accordingly. This document was enlarged and
enhanced the following year as ‘Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Stage’

(QCA, 2000) and the Foundation Stage of education came into being.
The Foundation Stage of education

The creation of the Foundation Stage education in 2000 was another
significant breakthrough in the rapidly expanding field of early years’ education. |t
built upon the previous years of investment which introduced the Nursery Voucher
scheme and its accompanying curriculum document - Desirable Outcomes for

Children’'s Learning on Entering Compulsory Education (SCAA, 1996) It also
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started the phased funding of the long-awaited recommendations of the 1967
Plowden Report (p132) and the more recent Rumbold Report (1990), advocating

nursery provision for all three and four year olds whose parents wanted it by 2004.

In its introduction, the Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Stage document

states quite rightly that:-

‘The establishment of a Foundation Stage is a significant landmark in
- funded education in England. For the first time it gives this very
important stage of education a distinct identity.’ (QCA, 2000, p3)

As well as raising the status of the education of young children, and by

implication the staff who work in that sector, it was particularly significant in that it

catered for the three to five year age group, thus straddling the transition between

pre-compulsory and compulsory attendance.

Children between the ages of three and five years had traditionally
attended a diversity of provision. Children of five years old and children
approaching their fifth birthday (rising fives) largely attended Reception classes in
primary schools, although the start to statutory education remained unchanged at
the term after the child's fifth birthday. At this point, the curriculum of the school
began, although the reception year had been partly neglected in the National
Curriculum, which started whén children reached the age of five. As most children
reached their fifth birthday at some point during the reception year, there was
some confusion and related organisational problems as to when a child's
entittement to and, consequently, a teacher's responsibility to deliver the national
curriculum began. Reception class provision was regulated and subject to quality
assurance monitoring through Ofsted inspections as part of a primary school
inspection. In addition, the old perception that ‘real education’ began in the
reception year when children moved to ‘big school’ was supported, and indeed

perpetuated, by such messages as an article which appeared in the Times in 1995

with the comment that
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‘the reception class can begin the proper process of education.’ (p17)

Provision for children of three and four years was very diverse and fell
into three main categories — firstly, public sector funded nursery education run by
LEAs and taking the form of either nursery schools, social service day nurseries or
nursery classes attached to primary or infant schools. These were largely
concentrated in inner city areas and other areas of high socio-economic need, and
were well-‘established in areas where Labour-controlled councils had been in
power: secondly, an increasing number of private nurseries, some of which were
attached to places of work and intended for staff use: and thirdly, playgroups,
often operating in shared premises with largely unqualified staff. The amount, '
quality, choice and cost of provision varied greatly from one provider and area of

the UK to another.

The ethos in the different types of provision varied widely. For example,
many playgroups were affiliated to the Pre-school Learning Alliance (PLA), who
~ provided training and materials, along with guidance on management and the
curriculum. Other providers, especially in areas of high socio-economic need,
concentrated on compensatory care and social aspects of education. Sorﬁe
settings, especially nurseries attached to private schools, focused on making an
early start on formal education, concentrating on teaching English and
‘mathematics. Others were based on specific ideologies such as Montessori,
Steiner, Froebel or High Scope. Consequently, it would appear that within this
wide-ranging provision, parents had many choices available to them according to
their educational and domestic needs, and financial resources. However, this was
only the case in some larger towns and cities. Many families in rural areas had

little choice and, in some locations there was no provision at all.
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The creation of the Foundation Stage brought together this diversity of :
provision from the maintained, private and voluntary sectors under one umbrella.
Childminders, a type of provision preferred by many parents, particularly working
parents, were also included in the funding scheme, and consequently, were
subject to training, registration and Ofsted inspection. All types of provision were
judged against the same quality assurance criteria through a new Ofsted
‘inspection system. All were to work to the same curriculum guidance document for
the stagé, QCA’s Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Stage. (2000) QCA
perhaps heeded the recommendations of the Rumbold Report (DES, 1990) for
rather than imposing a National Curriculum for three and four year olds, as its

critics claimed, it provided a ........

‘flexible framework from which the curriculum can be developed to suit
the needs of individual children in a variety of settings’ (para 64)

The curriculum for the Foundation Stage is based on six areas of
learning, extending and enhancing the same six areas first introduced in the
Desirable Outcomes for Children’s Learning (1996) The first of the six areas is
Personal, Social and Emotional Develobment - an important acknowledgment that
this area is of paramount importance for children at this stage of development and
underpins learning in other areas. The other five areas are ; Communication,
Language and Literacy; Mathematical Development; Knowledge and
Understanding of the World — an umbrella title for early learning in the NC subjects
of science, history, geography, religious education, technology and Information
and Communication Technology; Physical Development; and Creative

Development.

The curriculum guidance document was developed from and had
rectified perceived mistakes and pitfalls in the Desirable Outcomes document.
There had been a temptation amongst some early years' practitioners to teach to

the Desirable Outcomes, regardless of the appropriateness and the age and stage
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of development of the children. The new Curriculum Guidance document laid
down not only goals to be achieved by children by the end of the Foundation
Stage, but also ‘stepping stones’ to show the progressive stag'es children would
go through in order to achieve the goals. These steps also enabled accurate
assessment to be made and progress measured, as children moved through the

stage.

The ‘Stepping Stones’ document, as it became known, also advocated
a practical play-based approach to working with young children in order to achieve
the Early Learning Goals. In the previous Desirable Qutcomes document, the
word ‘play’ appeared just once (1996, p6) whereas in the developed and
expanded ‘Stepping Stones’ document a section is dedicated to play as a method
by which young children learn, and examples of play-based activities are given

throughout the document.

The ‘Stepping Stones’ document also re-enforced the notion of
‘Partnership with parents’ (2000 p9-10) — again building and expanding on the
references in the Desirable Outcomes for Children’s learning to ‘Parents as

Partners’ —

Parents’ fundamental role in their child’s education is acknowledged by
staff in the setting and a partnership, based on shared responsibility,
understanding, mutual respect and dialogue, is developed.’ (1996, p7)
Since the publication of the Stepping Stones document and the
establishment of the Foundation Stage, a range of supplementary materials such

as planning guidance, has been and continues to be published to support the

continuing development of the stage.

In order to support the successful implementation of the Foundation

Stage, there was, government-funded nationwide training for all those working in
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any type of government-funded provision for three to five year olds. While this was |
indeed a major breakthrough and a ‘first’, it must be set in the context of the trend
of nationwide training in other areas of education, namely the implementation of

the Literacy and Numeracy strategies.

Implications of the creation of the Foundation Stage

The creation of the Foundation Stage resulted in many and wide-ranging
implications for provision, practice and, consequently, for parents and children in_
the stage. Firstly, several factors work against the recogﬁition of the F_S as one
cohesive stage of education, prolonging the notion of a big and significant step
taking place for children when statutory schooling starts. As the stage straddles
the divide between non-statutory and statutory education, for many children a
physical transition takes place half way through the stage, as children move into
the Reception class in the primary or infant school building. Children’s attendance
in their non-statutory year(s) may vary from part-time funded (2.5 hours per day fn
term-time only) to extended hours all the year round. This is then followed by full

time (5 hours per day term time only) in the Reception class.

The quality of the buildings in which Foundation Stage provision takes
place can vary considerably. As Reception classes are located in primary, infant
or middle schools, these are usually sole-use, purpose-built premises, with
outdoor play areas. In contrast, non-statutory provision can be located in a wide
range of premises, ranging from purpose-built, dedicated buildings, with
landscaped gardens and well-equipped playgrounds to shared, multi-use buildings
without display space, minimal storage and without outdoor play areas, such as

village halls and scout huts.
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Alongside the issue of quality and appropriateness of buildings, there .'
may be a perception by parents that the Reception year is taken far more
seriously as it takes place in school. The ethos of a primary school is different and
schools are led by headteachers. Some parents may feel that this is where there
is a serious, professional atmosphere, where older children in school uniform are
reading and writing, and studying at higher levels; perhaps reminding parents of
their own days in primary school, where they learned to read and write. The
perceived message to parents could be that this is where serious education really

starts and, most worryingly, where play is left behind.

This perception, in turn, may impact on how seriously the education of
three and four year olds is taken, and how practitioners, and the importance of the
role they play, are viewed. The fact that the curriculum is play-based, may further
re-enforce this view amongst parents who do not understand of value play, as a

method by which young children learn.

There is also a distinct difference in staffing. The statutory ratio in non-
statutory funded provision for three to five years olds is one adult to a maximum of
8 children, whereas in Reception classes there is a recommendation that classes
should not exceed 25 children and that a qualified teacher should teach the class,
with the aid of a teaching assistant. The issue of qualifications is another factor
which divides the two parts of the stage. While a qualified teacher is responsible
for teaching a Reception class, there is a requirement that a non-statutory funded
setting has ‘teacher input’ but in many cases, this may not be on a day-to-day
basis. Nursery and pre-school groups are taught by practitioners, who may be
unqualified or who hold one of a range of accredited qualifications at a lower level

that teachers. This will vary from one setting to another but all settings must meet
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the requirement of employing at least 50% of practitioners qualified to level 2 or.

above on QCA’s Qualifications Framework (2001)

A number of pressures have impacted on practice and the intended
Implementation of the FS curriculum in Reception classes. In some cases, these
have resulted in children’s learning being more structured, more emphasis being

placed on reading, writing and maths and the provision of less practical, play-

based experiences.

From Summer 2003, Baseline Assessment of children in the reception
year was discontinued as it was now felt to be inappropriate to report assessment
on children mid-way through a stage of education. This was out of line with
nationally required assessment which takes place at the end of key stages. It was
replaced by the Foundation Stage Profile, which required the reporting of
assessment scores at the end of the Foundation Stage. It was generally
welcomed by Reception teachers as the assessment foci were more closely
related to the FS curriculum, and took the form of on-going formative assessment
across all six areas of learning and was not related to set tasks. It was felt for a
time that should help to ease the pressure on producing results. However, this
view was short-lived. From 2004 there was an LEA-wide requirement to report
scores and benchmarking against other schools began to take place. Perhaps
more worryingly, the resulting data is used to set targets and predict individual

achievement for children up to six years ahead.

Reception teachers have had to bear pressure from a number of groups
of people, many of whom have been urging a start to formal learning at an early
age. Some parents are keen for their children to make an early start on formal

learning in the areas of reading, writing and maths, in the hope that they will
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achieve high levels in NCTs at the end of KS1. This view is particularly common inf
private schools and from parents with expectations for high levels of academic
achievement of their children. Similar pressure sometimes comes from
headteachers, KS1, and especially Year 2 teachers in the hope of improving end
of key stage test scores. Many Reception class teachers have fought against the
rigid structure and prescriptive nature of the daily lessons, promoted by the
_National Literacy Strategy and National Numeracy Strategy, as inappropriate for

their children at this age and stage of their development.

‘Parents as partners’ is outlined as a requirement in the Curriculum
Guidance document, and gives recognition to the fact that :-
‘When parents and practitioners work together in early years settings,
the results have apposite impact on the child’s development and
learning. Therefore, each setting should seek to develop an effective
partnership with parents.’ (QCA, 2000, p9)
but no definition offered as to what this term means. Among those who attempted
a definition are Margie Whalley, who suggests a ........
real partnership with parents involves power-sharing, a recognition of

parents’ equally valuable knowledge and expertise and an
understanding of the real pressures that young families face.” (1997,

p5)
However, nine common features of effective practice are listed {o achieve
successful partnership. Some features suggest attendance by parents to discuss
their child’'s progress and the practitioners’ duty to keep them informed. Other
features are more subtle, yet fundamental, and involve changes in attitudes of
both parents and practitioners, through building trusting relationships over time.
The document uses such words as ‘show respect!, ‘shared’, ‘understanding’,
listen’, ‘flexible’, ‘welcome’, ‘valued’ as guidance for practitioners to aid this

development. (2000, p9)
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Inevitably these nine features have been interpreted and put into .
practice in different ways and in varying degrees in schools and pre-school
settings. Some parents may choose to take advantage of these; others may not
for many reasons. Also the moves and measures towards creating a partnership
may look different in the two parts of the FS. Traditionally, pre-schools have
enjoyed a warm and informal relationship with parents, perhaps reminiscent of the
time when playgroups were run' by willing, yet untrained mothers. In contrast,
schools’ 'relationshi'ps with parents have been more formal and based around
reporting pupil progress. This may appear different due to less day-to-day contact

and may be focused more on what is appropriate for children in the school as a

whole.

‘Partnership with Parents’ is, of course, also reliant upon the
practitioners being wiling and enthusiastic in forging closer relationships with
parents. Pease’s (2002) suggestion that there is ‘paradox in being a professional
and being committed’ would | feel probably be a particular issue for teachers, due

- to the fact that

‘the definition of a professional implies possession of a special
knowledge base, expertise and the holding of an institutional position

that places professionals in a position of power over others.” (Morrow
and Malin, 2004, p175)

The varied factors described above demonstrate the complexity of
the many issues and relationships in and around the FS. These, In turn, are al
likely to contribute to parents viewing the two parts of the FS as being
dissimilar rather than forming a cohesive stage of education and consequently,
resulting in very different parental expectations for children in the two parts of

the stage.
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Planned development in the early years’ sector

A number of factors already in train will seek to influence provision for
young children and the practice of those working in the early years’ sector in the
coming years. These, in turn, will impact on parents and the relationships between

parent and practitioners.

In 2005 changes were made which may serve to remove some of the
pressures for FS practitioners — in FS2, in particular. Firstly, perhaps in response
to teachers and parents wishes and reflecting the decision by Wales to end NCTs_
at the end of Key Stage 1, there are measures to remove some of the rigid
structures of assessment erected in the preceding years. For example, from
Summer 2005, the emphasis has shifted away from NCTs towards teacher
assessment in English schools. Formal tests now form only a part of the evidence
contributing to levels achieved and formative teacher assessment can take place
in a less pressured way over time, contributing to summative assessment
decisions on a common national reporting date. Secondly, within the new Primafy
National Strategy (PNS) the post of Director for the Foundation Stage, supported
by a team of regional directors, was created in 2004. This move was welcomed
by FS practitioners and FS2 teachers in particular. The initial holder of this post
was Lesley Staggs, a recognised champion of the rights and needs of young
children. Thirdly, a relaxation in the rigidity of the curriculum previously promoted
at KS1&2 has taken place. The publication of the Excellence and Enjoyment
(2003) document for primary education promotes a more creative and cross-
curricular approach to learning, and reflects the integrated way of working
operating in the FS. Also, the framework for the teaching of literacy and numeracy
IS currently being re-written and a less rigid and prescriptive version is expected to

be published in Spring\Summer 2006.
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The cyrrent Labour Government's Childcare Strategy, according tof
Moss, Petrie and Cohen, is driven and dominated by getting more
'childcare to boost employment and reducing poverty.’ (2004, p22)
or in the words of Ball and Vincent (2005)
‘can address several agendas: increasing social inclusion and in
particular child poverty revitalising the labour market, and raising
standards in education.’ (p558)
_However, they also remind us that childcare is to allow
T ‘women rather than parents to enter the labour market.” (p563)
This strategy will be driven by the Every Child Matters (2003) agenda, which is
likely to have far-reaching implications for childcare and educational provision over
the next 10 years. The 2004 Effective Provision in Pre-School Education Project
(EPPE) has been and continues to be, according to Sylva and Pugh,
‘influential in quiding the development of policy and had been used by

ministers and the Treasury as the ‘evidence base’ for expanding
universal services and targeting enhanced provision for the poor.’ (2005,

p23)
The promise of ‘an education and childcare revolution’ by education secretary,
Charles Clarke, in 2004, and the creatioh

‘across the country a seamless system of high-quality and affordable
childcare for our under-fives.'

will support the government’s aim to

‘close the gap in outcomes between children living in poverty and the
wider child population * (Morrow and Malin, 2004, p165)

This will take the form of an expansion of the Sure Start Children’'s Centres
initiative, and the promise of a children’s centre in every community and extended

schools for children up to the age of 14 by 2010.

In order to achieve the ‘seamless provision for under fives, the Early
Years Foundation Stage - a new stage of education and care for children from
birth to 5 years — is due to be launched in 2008. This will combine the ‘Curriculum

Guidance for the Foundation Stage’ and the ‘Birth to 3 Matters’ documents into a
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single framework for all practitioners to work from. While the new framework Is:
expected to

‘include educational programmes suited to children’s abilities and
maturities’,(Nursery World, 2006, p11)

initial reactions have included concerns that there could be a
‘top down' approach with its content shaped by the demands of the
national curriculum rather than the needs of young children.” (Vevers,
2006, p10)

‘and furthermore, that theré could be

‘even less realistic expectations for very young children and an
atmosphere of educational bullying.” (Lindon, in Nursery World 2006,

p11)
These factors may serve to maintain, and even increase, the pressure on
practitioners working with children age 3 to § to place greater emphasis on

academic achievement than is appropriate for children’'s age and stage of

development.

Foundation Stage issues within British Forces Cyprus

Many of the issues regarding the FS outlined above will apply equally to
the FS provision in SCE Cyprus, others may not. In addition, there may be
additional factors which impact on parents’ experiences and provision because of

the unique situation of SCE in Cyprus.

Firstly, many parents of SCE children will have had different
experiences as parents of FS children in other places -~ not only other SCE
locations and England, but also outside the area, where the Foundation Stage and
its curriculum apply, most commonly Scotland and Northern Ireland. This is likely
to occur where the child currently in the FS is not their oldest child, and thus, there
is a strong possibility that parents will have experienced more than one school and

pre-school setting. They will undoubtedly feel that previous provision is different to
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current SCE provision; they may feel it is better or worse. These previous:
experiences may be positive or negative and will impact on the development of
their views. Thus, their wider experience will put them in a position, where they
may compare and contrast, and perhaps will put forward a more balanced and
informed view. In the close-knit military community, parents will not be living close
to others who send their children to a different school as there is virtually no
choice, but many barents will share conversations about previous experiences
‘with theif friends and neighbours. As Bastiani reminds us —
their beliefs and expectations, their actual dealings with their children’s
schools and their wider involvement in parental concerns, are not only
enormously diverse, but aiso susceptible to change on the light of
experience.’ (1993, p108) |
There will also be a group of parents, who have one child or where their
FS child is their older\oldest child, for whom this will be their first experience of FS
provision. Thus this diverse group of parents with contrasting amounts and types

of experience should provide an interesting balance and perhaps be a typical

group of SCE parents to interview.

The issue of the two parts of the FS provision being located in difierent
buildings on separate sites is likely to support the impression that the stage is not
one. Even though it comes under the line management of the school, the pre-

school or nursery could be perceived by parents as being unrelated to the school.

In British Forces Cyprus, parents have very limited choice as to the typ‘e
of nursery\pre-school provision for their 3-4 year olds. The only funded provision
available is that provided by SCE. Other options available in Cyprus are private
nurseries at some distance away and of uncertain quality, and with fees charged.
These have neither a curriculum matched to the UK education system nor a

quality assurance mechanism. Thus, the vast majority of parents take advantage
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of SCE’s funded provision but, were they to be in the UK, many may make:
different choices for their children. This could be for a range of reasons. Some
parents may choose private nurseries for their extended hours matched to their
work commitments or for their more academic approach: others may choose
nurseries according the particular ideology such as Montessori; others may prefer
sessions at the local playgroup; yet others may choose a childminder for a smaller
and more family-based setling. Consequently, the SCE provision may not

‘accurately meet parents’ needs or preferences.

The military community is one which is steeped in tradition - very formal
and structured and, at times, resistant to change. Perhaps this will be reflected in
their views of education and approaches to the education of their children. The
fact that it is also a male-dominated community and most teachers especially in
the early years are women may influence parents’ views. It may also impact on
their views as to whether they want different things for their sons and their

daughters, and whether they see the value of play as a means to learn.

Conversely, some families embrace the more relaxed atmosphere of
Cyprus and view their time in the sun as a ‘fun or sunshine posting’. Or perhaps
mothers are more likely to want to get involved in their children’s school and
education as fewer find work and consequently, have time to spare. Others may
be thinking ahead to their retqm to the UK, mindful of the difficulty of getting

children into a preferred school, perhaps of the independent or boarding type.

NFER's survey of parental views of SCE schools, headlined as ‘Parents
award Service schools top marks’ in the local British Forces newspaper in Cyprus
(LION, 2005) produced data to indicate a level of parental satisfaction as to their

children’s current schooling.
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‘This research aimed to help inform schools and SCE of any areas for
which there was a high level of satisfaction, as well as areas where

improvements could be made.’ (NFER, 2005, p2)

Whilst noting that the survey was conducted across SCE worldwide, and
that separate data for the two schools in my study was not available to me,
parents’ views of the 41 Foundation Stage 1 settings was reported separately from
the primary age range and is therefore, | feel, relevant to report here. There is no
separate data for FS2 parents as this is included in the primary data. On some

iIssues, comparisons are made between the responses of parents of FS1 and

primary children.

The parental questionnaires included questions which related to :-

The standards of education in their child's school
The relationship between parents and their child’s school
The support given to pupils by their school

The overall satisfaction with the education their child receives
(NFER, 2005, p3)

A total of 2,512 primary\FS1 questionnaires were returned, giving a response rate

of 26%.

The most significant findings were as follows. Firstly, in relation to

general satisfaction:-

‘Parents with children in FS1 settings appeared to be more satisfied with
their child’s education than primary parents overall, with 54% of parents indicating

they were very satisfied. Only 4% of FS1 parents reported that they were not very
satisfied or not at all satisfied.’ (p18)

As regards the general provision:-

'FS1 parents were more likely to agree or strongly agree that the FS1
setting is safe and secure (93%), that it is clean and attractive (97%)
and that the FS1 setting encourages pupils to avoid behaviour which
could damage their health or well-being (91%).’ (p11)

In response to questions about FS1 practitioners:-

‘The parents who indicated that their only or eldest child attended an
FS1 setting appeared to be more positive about their relationship with
their child’s school, than primary parents overall, as they were more
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likely to agree that the school was welcoming, the staff approachable
and easy to see, and that the school encourages them to play an active
role in the school.’ (2005, p6)

Parents of FS1 children were also asked additional questions related to the young

age of their children. The responses produced data to show
‘the majority of parents were fairly or very satisfied with how their child
had settled in (93%), the way their child is treated by staff (91%), how
the child is encouraged and supported to develop self-help skills (89%),
and the opportunities that the FS1 setting offers for them to be creative

- (88%) (p14)

And finally,
‘'only a small proportion of parents expressed any dissatisfaction with
aspects of the FS1 setting, The area about which most dissatisfaction
was expressed was related to the information and support provided by
the school to enable parents to support their child’s learning at home.
Although more than three-quarters of parents (77%) were fairly or very
satisfied with this support, a notable minority of parents (14%) were
dissatisfied.’ (p15)
The above findings, chosen from the body of the report, demonstrate a

general level of satisfaction with the qUality of education provided for children in

SCE schools and FS1 settings.

The factors unique to the British Forces community as outlined in this
chapter, some aspects of which are explained in greater detail in Chapter 3,
alongside others | may not have recognised or considered, set the context and
serve to influence the views of parents of children in the Foundation Stages of

SCE schools in Cyprus.
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Chapter 3 - The setting of the study

Geographical location

Whilst acknowledging that all communities, schools and education
authorities are different and vary according to their geographical and social
‘situation, the setting, schools and personnel used in my study are truly unique.
This uniqueness necessitates the provision of the following information to describe
iIn some detail the context and issues directly related to it. My home, work and
research setting are situated more than two thousand miles away from the British
mainland on the island of Cyprus, yet it is a British community in that it comprises

British Forces personnel and their families.

The British Forces community in Cyprus is divided between two
geographical areas — the first located at the‘ eastern end of the island in the
Eastern Sovereign Base area (ESBA) and, the second on the south coast near to
the town of Limassol, in the Western Sovereign Base area (WSBA). My study is
conducted in the WSBA, which comprises two locations of Episkopi, the
headquarters of British Forces in Cyprus and an army base, and nearby, Akrotiri,
a Royal Air Force (RAF) staging station. Together, both bases contain a diverse
population of approximately 10,000 army, RAF and Ministry of Defence (MOD)
civillan personnel, including civil servants, meteorologists, radio broadcasters,
customs officials, medical professionals and teachers, many with their

accompanying families.
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The Community

A British Forces community situated outside the United Kingdom (UK) is
unlike any other located within the UK. It functions as a real community — a group
of people living and working together, and looking within for support. Perhaps, this
is because there is a sense of being a far distance from ‘home’ and all ‘being in
the sarhe boat'. It is also atypical in that the average age of the population is less
than thirty years old and there are no community members over the age of sixty.
Family life is also different in that children miss regular contact with grandparents
and other members of their extended family, leaving parents without family

support.

Few of the social problems found in a typical British community exist.
Firstly, there are few one-parent families, virtually all children living with two
parents. Secondly, there is no homelessness, as a home is provided with the job.
Thirdly, there is little unemployment and, conseqUently, very few cases of poverty
or financial hardship. Each child has one parent, usually father, in regular full-—timé
employment, with some mothers working full- or part-time too. Employment
opportunities for spouses are very limited and positions hard to find. However,
some families make the considered decision on arrival in Cyprus to spend their
short time on the island as ‘family time’, with mothers taking a career break whilst
experiencing the travel, cultural and sporting opportunities available. Fourthly, it is
very a male-dominated community with husbands and fathers in the role of
breadwinner and ‘head of household’. Spouses, Iargely wives, are considered
‘dependents’, and often feel and are treated like second class citizens. The
serviceman takes total responsibility for the well-being and behaviour of his family.
There is also a strong ‘macho’ culture of sport and heavy drinking. Fifthly, the

community is predominantly white Christian with most children speaking English
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as their first language. There are few service personnel from ethnic minorities, in
spite of recruitment drives to make the British Forces more representative of the
UK population as a whole. Finally, there are few disabled adults - the nature of the
role of service personnel requires them to be in top physical condition. There are
few children with severe special educational needs due to the provision of only a

limited range of medical and educational support services.

However, a range of stress factors and problems can occur which
impact on the quality of family life. Working as a member of the British Forces
community is not one which has regular hours nor the job forgotten when work is
over for the day. It is a lifestyle of which work is only one part. It involves living,
working and socialising with the same group of people. Many service personnel,
and consequently their wives and children, are under pressure to carry out the role
governed by their rank, carry out set duties and conform to accepted standards of
behaviour. These expectations are taken very seriously as there is a perception

that these family and social factors may impact on promotion prospects.

A factor unique to service life is the constant movement of the
population — most families spending two or three years in one ‘posting’. This can
occur either as ‘trickle posting’, with a constant stream of personnel arriving and
departing throughout the year, as at RAF Akrotiri, or where every two years an
entire regiment or battalion moves as one to a new location, as happens in
Episkopi. This transitory and turbulent lifestyle often resuits in the formation of
swift but shallow friendships, rather than deep and lasting relationships in a more
stable population. Teachers and a small number of other civilians on long-term
contracts form the only real stable element of the community. Oﬁ posting
overseas, families will experience changes in most aspects of their lives

including:- location, residence, school, teachers, friends, social activities, climate,
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sleeping patterns, eating habits and frequency of family reunions. However, one
positive impact of persbnnel spending a limited time in a location is in their
attitude towards making the most of time and opportunities available, rather than
delaying until sometime in the future. This attitude makes a significant contribution

o a very busy, active and dynamic community.

- Disruption to family life can also occur when there are long periods of
separatioh, especially in time of war or other deployment to potentially dangerous
locations. A parent, sometimes departing at very short notice, may be absent for
several weeks or months on military detachment or exercise. It is likely that at this .
time, the whole family will have an increased level of anxiety about the safety and

well-being of each other.

Parents

The parents of children in the British forces community come from a
variety of backgrounds and with a range of educational experiences and
qualifications. Rarely, | feel, would such a diverse group of parents form a

community and send their children to the same primary school in the UK.

To enter the army or RAF as an ofticer, ‘A levels’ or a degree are
required. Traditionally, although perhaps decreasingly now, many officers enter
directly from public or independent school, with more now joining straight from
university. To join as a private soldier or airman, educational requirements are
much lower, with no formal educational qualifications (such as GCSEs) being

)
required for some trades. Following entry to the British Férces, as well as

undertaking training directly related to their specific trade or post, personnel are

encouraged to take the opportunities offered to extend their educational
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qualifications, both academic and vocational. Recently, teachers of basic skills -
have been appointed to increase the reading, writing and mathematical capability
of those who have minimal skills in those areas and who left school without formal
qualifications. Thus, considerable value is placed on formal education and the
acquisition of qualifications as a means to promotion and a better future, both in

the British Forces and later in civilian life.

'Many of the civilians employed by the MOD and forming part of the
service community are educated to a high academic level with professional
qualifications (meteorologists, teachers, social workers, doctors, nurses, civil
servants) and enjoy officer status. Similarly, the spouses of service personnel and
MOD civilians have a wide range of educational experience and qualifications - a

small number of parents having very poor literacy and other basic skills.

Inevitably, parents’ own educational experiences and achievements,
alongside many other factors, are likely to impact not only on their attitudes
towards and on their expectations and aspirations for their own children’s
education, but also on their opinions of their children’'s current educational

provision.

Service Children’s Education

Service Children’s Education (SCE) is an agency of the MOD and

‘is responsible for providing schooling for the children of Service
personnel and civilian support staff working outside the United
Kingdom.' (SCE, 2002)

Its mission statement is to:-

e provide an effective and efficient education, from nursery through to sixth
form, for dependant children residing with MOD personnel serving outside
the United Kingdom
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e enable those children to benefit from their residence abroad

e provide advice and support for Service parents on maintained andr
independent school provision in the United Kingdom

(SCE, 2002)
SCE operates largely in the same way as a UK local education authority (LEA),
but with funding coming directly from the MOD. Schools and SCE are subject to
Ofsted inspections, carried out by a team, of Her Majesty’s Inspectors. However,
there are a number of important differences — two of which are

‘the wide geographical distribution of SCE schools and the fact that
about three-quarters of the children attending such schools are of
primary age (mainly because of the younger profile of service families)
(NFER, 2005)
In practice, SCE provides education for 10,800 children in 44 schools, and 1,900
children in 41 Foundation Stage settings in ten countries - Belize, Brunei, Cyprus,

Denmark, Falkland Islands, Gibraltar, ltaly, Belgium, Holland and Germany.

(NFER, 2005)

SCE's offer of service is to provide a

'system capable of delivering the National:-Curriculum (England), and in
all other ways of reflecting good educational practice throughout the

United Kingdom.’ (SCE, 2002)
Its rationale is to create maximum uniformity in practice and systems to make the
transition as easy as possible for children returning to the United Kingdom or
moving to a SCE school in another part of the world. The schools are organised
and run in a similar way to state schools in England, with schools following the
National Curriculum for England and Wales with Primary National Strategy and'

Secondary Strategy in place, and children taking National Curriculum Tests,

GCSEs and ‘A’ levels,

However, the wider nature of the curriculum is explained to parents as consisting

of
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‘all those activities designed or encouraged within a school's.
organisational framework to promote the spiritual, moral, mental and
physical development of its pupils. It includes not only formal lessons
but also those features which contribute to the school's ethos, for
example, the quality of relationships, equality of opportunity, the moral
and ethical values upheld by the school and its staff, as well as a wide

range of social, cultural and sporting extra-curricular activities for its
pupils.’” (SCE, 2002)

In contrast to the maintained and independent sectors in England, there
is no competition and rivalry between schools in attracting children. As one SCE
school is located in each geographical area, parents have no real choice of school
for their children. This results in a high level of cooperation between
headteachers, teachers and schools in sharing expertise and resources.

‘The devolution of managerial responsibility and discretion to
individual schools in accordance, so far as possible, with United

Kingdom practice.’ (SCE, 2002)

Teaching staff are UK qualified (with Qualified Teacher Status) and are
largely recruited from the UK. This reflects SCE'’s ‘offer of service’ to provide a

‘'system capable of attracting and retaining teachers of the highest

calibre with qualifications, training and experience matched to the
requirements of the posts.’ (SCE, 2002)

SCE headquarters is located in Wegberg, Germany, close to where the
majority of its schools are situated. However, a Cyprus area office, staffed by an
education officer, clerical staff and advisory teachers, is responsible for the day-to-

day running of and support for the six schools, two secondary and four primary, on

the island. (SCE, 2005)

The school population is, of course, representative of the parents of the
children attending. Children are predominantly white, with few ethnic minority

children as shown in Figure 1.

73



