Exploring our practitioner
and parent partnerships

This article presents the ongoing results from a research project that has set out to examine
whether existing assumptions of working relationship between homes and settings need reuvisiting.
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he partnership between practitioners and
parents/carers (whenever referring to parents
we also mean carers) in the early years has a
significant impact on children’s development,
both during (Desforges and Abouchaar, 2003)
and before school age (Melhuish et al, 2008; Evangelou,
Brooks and Smith, 2007).

Parents are the most important part of children’s early
lives because they are the first point of reference when it
comes to children’s interactions with the world, and they
also communicate meaning and knowledge with children
before and after they enter into institutional settings (for
example, nurseries or childcare). In effect, collaboration
between practitioners and parents is important, and when
it is effective and meaningful this means that both parties
are working together to achieve common goals; through
mutual respect and recognition of the contribution each
key agent makes towards children’s development (Baum
and McMurray-Schwarz, 2004).

The study presented here (funded by the Froebel Trust)
is underpinned by Froebel’s pedagogy and principles;
acknowledging the importance and value of the relationship
between children, family members and practitioners, and
the role of play as a central, integrating element in children’s
development and learning (Froebel, ¢1826, translated
1912). For Froebel, parents and family members form the
basis for a child’s understandings and interactions, which
reiterates that an effective partnership essentially involves
the engagement of parents and practitioners in order to
support all children educationally, socially and emotionally.

Research methods

The focus of the study was on the empowerment of
practitioner-parent partnerships, recognising the complexity
of their relations, and the positive impact a constructive
partnership may have for children, their learning outcomes
and their overall wellbeing. To encourage and support

the development of this constructive relationship, the

study focused on understanding parents and participants

by exploring their ideas, perceptions and experiences in
relation to practitioner-parent partnerships. To do this, the

research team used questionnaires (the study included other
elements and additional methods of data collection, but
this paper focuses on the questionnaire due to word count
limitation).

The questionnaire was sent out through Survey Monkey
to the parents and practitioners of five settings in Berkshire.
A total of 109 responses were received, which gives a
response rate of 43.6 percent. The questionnaires provided
a substantive amount of quantitative data, which helped to
understand participants’ experiences and comprehend the
meaning they make of that experience. Before sending out
the questionnaires, the project was passed for approval by
the University of Reading’s ethics committee, and all of the
participants in the project were aware of the study’s aims
and what it involved. Participation was voluntary, while
informed consent and anonymity were ensured in addition
to confirming that the participants were aware of their right
to withdraw from the study at any time.

Preliminary findings

The project is still ongoing, which means that this article
provides a summary of the preliminary data analysis of the
questionnaires. The data very clearly suggest that both the
parents and the practitioners (about 80 percent) feel that
they are very interested in practitioner-parent partnerships,
with more than half of them feeling extremely interested.

In addition, both parents (53 percent) and
practitioners (55 percent) feel that daily face-to-face
communication or parent meetings are the main way of
communicating with each other. However, 75 percent of
the practitioners consider home visits as a good means
of communication, while only 12.36 percent of parents
agreed to this (Figure 1).

The same pattern of discrepancy was also found in the
post-session questionnaire (practitioners — 58.33 percent;
while parents — 23.08 percent). This might be because not
all families receive a home visit, which may lead to parents
having different perceptions of ‘home visits’. For those
families who did receive a home visit from staff members at
the setting, both the quality of the conversation and/or the
outcome of the visit will be worth looking into.

While 40 percent of the practitioners think the main way of involving parents in the children’s learning
experiences is to have parents’ meetings or face-to-face chats, only 26 percent of the parents agree.
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Furthermore, there was evidence that some
settings occasionally consider and try out new ways of
communication, such as social media (Facebook, Twitter),
while they also look for additional attempts to engage
in conversations around the learning taking place in the
setting, without necessarily focusing on routines — for
example, eating, sleeping, and so on. Having said this, data
also reflect that in some settings, managers may feel hesitant
to make use of such open access platforms online (such as
social media or other websites), possibly because of previous
communication problems experienced by the nursery.

In relation to how practitioners and parents perceive
their communication and their own role in developing
effective practitioner-parent partnerships, it is interesting to
note differences documented between them. Initially, it was
noted that practitioners perceive ‘Sports Day’ (45 percent)
and ‘Fundraising Events’ (65 percent) as two good ways to
involve parents in their children’s learning experiences and

Figure 1: Means of communication currently used at setting

M Practitioners
M Parents

100%

80%
60%
40%
20%

0%

Newsletters Phone calls Meetings Home Visits I don't know Others
(please specify)

Types of communication used

Figure 2: How does the setting currently involve parents in
the children’s learning experiences
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It is interesting to note, however, that parents do not B Parents
feel the same, since only 15.73 percent and 25.84 percent 80%
of them agreed that Sports Days and Fundraising Events 2822
(Figure 2) are a good way to involve parents. igzﬁ;
Furthermore, while 40 percent of the practitioners 30%
think the main way of involving parents in the children’s 3822
learning experiences is to have parents’ meetings or face- 0% -
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same time, the same percentage of practitioners consider Ways parents are involved
fundraising, fairs or any social events as equally important
in involving the parents in children’s learning experiences. practitioners more by offering further opportunities for
Looking at the ‘Face to Face Meetings' and the sharing information and for encouraging active parental
identification of parental needs more closely, it appears that ~ involvement.
the majority of parents (55.04 percent) do not identify this It becomes clear from the results that parents and
as an effective way of identifying their needs, even though participants share a mutual understanding of the
the vast majority of practitioners (90 percent) see thisas the ~ importance partnerships hold, and that both recognise
main way to identify parents’ needs. Instead, over half of that effectiveness requires mutual respect and recognition
the parents think that either “Word of Mouth’ or ‘Surveys’ of the contribution each party makes towards children’s
are the most common way of identifying parental needs, development (Baum and McMurray-Schwarz, 2004). It
while many of them (11.93 percent) feel that there are no is also evident that both parties recognise that effective
specific efforts to identify their needs at all. and meaningful collaboration and communication is an
This may suggest that when the two parties formally essential part of successful partnerships (Ainscow and
meet, parents may find it difficult to discuss their specific Sandill, 2010), while both parents and practitioners
needs directly with the practitioners. Yet, an informal chat recognise that collaboration involves reflection, exchange of
or an anonymous/non-direct way of communication, such knowledge, and coming together to share experiences and
as a survey, might make it easier for parents to express their ideas and to support the children.
thoughts and be more sincere and open about their needs. Nevertheless, even though there is an accepted
Finally, it is important to note that practitioners believe ~ understanding of the role parents can take, which
that lack of time, both on behalf of parents (40 percent) includes talking, listening, role-modelling and managing
and practitioners (35 percent), is the main barrier to expectations, as well as ensuring school attendance
empowering practitioner-parent partnerships (Figure (Muschamp, Wikeley, Ridge and Balarin, 2007), practice
3). Parents also acknowledge their own lack of time or often falls short of this ideal (Epstein et al, 2009; Wilson,
availability during the settings’ opening hours (66 percent), ~ 2015).
rather than the practitioners’ lack of time (Figure 4). Unfortunately, this can be the case even though
Also, 10 percent of parents think that practitioners partnerships have a solid theoretical background and are
need to have been more proactive or need to highlight supported both rhetorically and through legislation by
the importance of the partnership between parents and the Department of Education in the UK, for a variety of
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Practitioner-parent
partnerships are a
continuous and dynamic
process, which is subject to
a wide range of contextual
factors

reasons, such as the challenges faced when performance in
schools is prioritised over other things (Rogers, 2007).

In addition, this is often because some educational
settings may not promote effective and meaningful
partnership opportunities between practitioners and
parents (Phtiaka, 2008; Baum and Montgomery-Schwartz,
2004). The results of this study support the above and
show that additional barriers to effective partnerships

include practitioners’ and parents” everyday busy lives

and routines, indicating the lack of time, but also past
negative experiences, as well as different interpretations of
what an effective partnership is, and how it can take place
(Pieridou, 2013).

Conclusion

This article has synoptically presented the preliminary
analysis of the data collected through questionnaires

in a Froebel Trust funded study on practitioner-parent
partnerships. Our investigation of the parents’ and
practitioners’ views on partnership has provided us with
insights on how to further support these key agents in
working effectively together with the children’s best interests
in mind.

The results demonstrate the multidimensional
character of practitioner-parent partnership — the
evidence gathered indicates that many complex, yet
dynamic, contextual factors shape and determine their
partnerships. The study acknowledges this complexity
and suggests for parents and practitioners to have
systematic opportunities to discuss and share ideas, in
order to develop trust relationships and constructive
partnerships between them.

It is worth pointing out that the data and the discussion
presented at this point is indicative rather than conclusive
because the study s still ongoing. The questionnaire
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data continue to be analysed in order to identify patterns

between practitioners’ and parents’ views, while they will

also be discussed with the interview data the research team
has collected.

Nevertheless, one theme has become evident, that
practitioner-parent partnership is a continuous and
dynamic process, which is subject to a wide range of
contextual factors, such as spaces to get together, barriers
to collaboration, and time management, to name a few.

In this process, mutual contributions from both sides —

practitioners and parents — are essential, so as to develop a

meaningful partnership, which could be facilitated by both

parties being more proactive in exploring effective ways of
communication, rather than waiting for the other one to
take the initiatives.

In order to ensure success in the development of
partnerships, there is a need for settings:

* To acknowledge and take action on barriers to
collaboration, such as the changing demands on family
life and the increase in demands upon practitioners.

¢ To strengthen enablers to collaboration, such as the
use of a range of methods to facilitate communications
and the encouragement of a shared vision of what
practitioner-parent partnerships will look like. eve
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Figure 3: Main barriers identified by the practitioners
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Figure 4: Main barriers identified by the parents
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Key points

This article presents the preliminary analysis of the data collected through
questionnaires in a Froebel Trust funded study on practitioner-parent partnerships

Our investigation of the parents’and practitioners’ views on partnership has provided us
with insights on how to further support these key agents in working effectively together

The results demonstrate the multidimensional character of practitioner-parent
partnership - the evidence gathered indicates that many complex, yet dynamic,
contextual factors shape and determine them

The study acknowledges this complexity and suggests for parents and practitioners
to have systematic opportunities to discuss and share ideas, in order to develop trust
relationships and constructive partnerships between them

The data continue to be analysed in order to identify patterns between practitioners’
and parents’ views — they will also be discussed with the interview data the team

has collected. Nevertheless, it is evident, that the practitioner-parent partnership is

a continuous and dynamic process, subject to a range of contextual factors, such as
spaces to get together, barriers to collaboration, and time management
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