Nythe Primary School
Parental Support for Children’s Learning
Context of the piece

Nythe Primary School is located in the eastern suburbs of Swindon. The school provides education for children aged 4 to 11 years from the immediate local area as well as surrounding catchment areas. The majority (62%) of our children live within the district of Nythe, 15% live in the Parks and Walcot areas of high social on toll, though this varies greatly because of high levels of mobility in the area. The children come from mixed socio-economic and cultural backgrounds. Although Nythe Primary has a predominantly white intake, the cultural diversity within the community is becoming much broader.  The percentage of pupils with English as an additional language is currently 10%. The percentage of pupils with special educational needs including statements is 23%, which is broadly in line with the national average. 

The school is organised into 6 classes with single ages in FS and KS1 and mixed aged classes in KS2.  The school employs the equivalent of nine full time teachers and eight teaching assistants. On two occasions in the past the school, with the strong support of parents and staff, has fought closure as a consequence of falling rolls and because of an Ofsted report which placed the school in the category of serious weaknesses.   

Enquiry question

The school has created a number of different initiatives in order to draw parents in to the life and work of the school, to work in partnership with parents to enable them to betters support the learning of their children. The focus of this enquiry walk was to explore how those initiatives were working in practice. To engage with the question

In what ways are parents enabled to support the school and their children in improving their opportunities to learn?

This account of practice was generated during a day when three members of the school staff and were joined by the chair of governors, four colleagues from a neighbouring school and an external consultant. In the course of the enquiry walk the team visited classrooms, observed lessons, spoke with key staff interviewed children individually and in groups and explored the work of the parent co-ordinator. 
Range of Provision
In response to questionnaires, outcomes of conversations with parents and pupil conferencing, a varied programme of learning opportunities has been developed at Nythe Primary School to encourage parents and children to engage in fun learning experiences both within and beyond the school day. This range of provision includes:

· The promotion of Saturday Academy events, children and their parents are inspired to engage with, and participate in family learning, enabling parents/carers and children to work alongside each other and develop life long skills that complement the national curriculum as well as providing starting points to exploit future learning opportunities at home.

· Events are planned and delivered around a monthly theme linked to the key outcomes of the ECM Agenda and complement the work of the Saturday Academy. A range of partners contribute to the development of the themes supporting the work of the children and ensuring parents gain skills to support at home. A range of workshops are planned and delivered within the school day and beyond,  

· Foundation Share is a programme which offers parents/carers training with partners supporting them in developing strategies and building a range of resources to reinforce literacy and numeracy skills at home whilst gaining an understanding of ways in which children are taught in school.

· Parents/carers are also provided with a range of literature to inform them of events provided at the school in the form of newsletters, course flyers and access to the school website.  

· The commitment of Friends of Nythe School (FONs) helped to secure the future of the school in the past, their fundraising and the events they promote also contribute to the learning of the children.  
· The school employs a part-time Parent Co-ordinator to promote family learning within the school community 

Role of the Parent Co-ordinator – Making Good Moves
In January 2007 a parent co-ordinator was employed by Nythe Primary School.  This was made possible through funding available as part of the Swindon Ten Network.  In the course of the enquiry learnt from her and from hearing about and seeing the impact of her work the journey she has taken from her appointment to the current time. Listening to her story engaging with it’s impact the striking thing is the good moves she has made on that journey: 

· She began by building a rapport with the parents and careers whose children are in the school.  Creating informal contexts for parents/careers to get involved.  Coffee mornings, competitions and book sales have been held and she has made herself a regular face on the playground engaging with a wide range of parents and carers in a relaxed and friendly way.  

· She decided to use her joy of supporting charities to encourage others to do the same and a fund raising ethos commenced at Nythe.  An event for Fair Trade and a breakfast for Cancer Research; recycling of shoes for Blue Peter and glasses for Vision Aid.  New initiatives for fundraising happen on a regular basis.  

· The recycling aspect of those initiatives had such an impact that Nythe Primary developed an eco committee, of pupils, a parent and a governor and has become Eco School.  With the work and support of a governor Nythe has been able to build and open a garden area for children to use and two forest school leaders are now being trained so the outdoor environment can be further utilized.  These initiatives support Nythe’s Healthy School Award, the DFCS Sustainable Schools Programme as well as aspects of Every Child Matters and Community Cohesion.

· The parent co-ordinator then began scanning for opportunities and resources and networking with colleagues in similar or connected roles.  She chose a topic a month to focus on. Reading, healthy eating and keeping fit are examples and these were tied in with the Every Child Matters Agenda.  She found other avenues of support for these topics such as Sainsbury’s and the Life Education Team for health eating and external providers to do the Bollywood Dancing.  

· A contact was also made with Sue Smith of The Learning Tree www.learning-tree.org.uk who started providing regular Saturday Family Learning Events which where possible were also connected in with the theme.  Hands-on fun activities, which are open to all as long as adults and children come together and have varied session start times to encourage attendance.  A free breakfast is provided and at present there is no charge.  Regular attendance of over 80 families show how well supported these events are. Other Saturday events by a variety of different providers have now also started at Nythe.

· Alongside these monthly topics the co-ordinator has begun after school sessions for children accompanied by an adult. These have included card making, flower arranging and cookery.  A parent now runs the card making sessions.  An external practitioner provides the cookery course.  
· Adult only sessions have also taken place in Emergency First Aid and some parents have also taken part in a holistic pampering course.  More recently a more educational focused course has begun called ‘Foundation Share’ and this enables parents to gain an insight into what their children are taught at Foundation Stage and how they can support them.

· Throughout the whole of the nine months process the co-ordinator has been evaluating what works and what doesn’t, adjusting and re-adjusting approaches and topics and finding new ways to encourage participation by all those who would benefit.

· All these activities are promoted at assemblies, in the P.A.C.T. (Parents and Children Together) Newsletter which is always on Coloured Paper, on the website and on the notice board in the school reception.

· In order to support this valuable work the Library Area was updated and doubles up as a parent room with coffee and tea making facilities and attendees are now taking ownership of this area. Crèche facilities are also provided where possible.

· As co-ordinator she is now commissioning and brokering partnerships, providers and practitioners to deliver courses and sessions.  Parents are now keen to continue their own learning journeys and are suggesting certified courses they would like to do and setting up sessions themselves.  They are taking responsibility for their learning and involvement in the school.  They are using Colleen’s skills as a facilitator to empower themselves to support their children in their journeys as well as continuing or beginning journeys themselves.   This highlights how the role has grown and changed from being one of a provider to being a facilitator and co-ordinator.

This is incredible progress in nine months and the enthusiasm and commitment of the co-ordinator to make it happen when support and attendance was limited in the early days is admirable.  One of the key elements that emerged in order for an effective programme of family learning activities to take place and engagement with parents at this level was the need for a dedicated member of staff who has specific responsibility for this role.

Every Child Matters
Reflecting across the provision encountered during the enquiry we were able to see how the five strands of ECM are taken into consideration when planning the programme and individual activities. Most of the events supported the school’s aim of helping children to ‘Enjoy and achieve’, the months focusing on healthy eating and keeping fit addressed the ‘Be healthy’ stand and by supporting charities, recycling and selling some of the things they made, the children were making a ‘Positive contribution’. When planning for the future, areas where the provision is weaker will be identified and activities designed or extended to fill the gap.

The Challenge of Sharing Space

Family learning, extended provision, adult learning opportunities they all mean that the space within school which traditionally would have been for children and their teachers becomes shared space. The library which doubles as the parents’ room is the prime example of this but inevitably other spaces around the school will be in use by other groups beyond the normal parameters of the school day. In the course of the enquiry we saw communication systems that allow the different partners in creating the provision to share information and in conversation with those partners they spoke about the give and take and mutual need to be considerate of one another in using those shared spaces.
Diversity

In the range of activities offered there is a real effort being made to be inclusive of the whole school community. This diversity works at a number of levels 

· Traditionally there have always been more ‘mums’ who come into school to support than the ‘dads’. However the range of ‘hands on activities & science based opportunities have encouraged more Dads to come to the Saturday Academy.

· Furthermore the Saturday Academy is a chance for the parent who is usually the full time worker Mon-Fri to be able to come into the school & get involved in their child’s learning.

· The Saturday Academy also offers ‘separated or divorced parents’ to be able to get involved in their child’s school & learning as they may only see their child at weekends & would have no contact with the school in the week.

· The school are also providing workshops & activities which appeal to & represent the needs of the ethnic community represented at the school e.g. Bollywood dancing, rangoli pattern and plans for Chinese new year
· As well as Saturday activities there are activities during the school day with a crèche provided and activities both directly after school and in the early evening
Communication

Good communication appears to be key to getting parents/carers involved in the range of activities on offer.  Parents/carers are informed through a range of communications such as:  school website, 3 notice boards, flyers, parental consultations, FONS (Friends of Nythe School), questionnaires, school and class councils and assemblies.  They are also undertaken by a range of people involved in encouraging parents/carers to be actively involved: the Parent Coordinator, parent/carers through their involvement with Friends of Nythe School, outside agencies (The Learning Tree) and the children themselves. This inclusive approach seems to be effective in reaching a wide range of adults from across the school community. Furthermore parents are able to access information in a range of forms suitable and convenient for them and in the nature of those communications there are ample opportunities for pupil and parent/carer voices to be heard.  
We heard parents and carers describe how they are approached personally encouraged to participate.  The parent newsletter, written by the Parent Coordinator is particularly accessible and easy to read and offers a wide range of learning opportunities for parents/carers and the children; currently on offer is a Food Safety Level 2 Certificate for which a number of parents have enrolled.  In addition it includes powerful messages about parents involvement in their children's education are included: 
'Did you realize that parental involvement in a child's learning is more powerful than family background, size of family and parental education?'
Effective communications with parents appears  to be embedded in practice and forms an important part of the school's atmosphere of openness and mutual respect.

Adult Learning

Initially the activities were set up by Nythe School to support parents in helping their children to learn. In a society where increasingly individuals within a family communicate to each other less and less, Nythe has created fabulous opportunities for families to generate conversations with one another about learning.

One Mum explained 
“I would just be doing the house work or shopping and my daughter would be   in bed watching Saturday TV, learning tree gives us quality time with our children.” 
Another Mum explained that her husband works shifts which mean he has little contact with the children during the week. 
“Learning tree is his time with the children and I get to have a bit of space for myself.” 

It gave parents a valuable insight into how the school teaches the children and the sorts of things that they can do at home too. 
“It is a great way to learn together, we usually pull it apart and put it back together again several times to see if we can do it better. There’s usually a trip to the library like when we did the bird feeders we put it up and then wanted to find out about the birds that were coming into the garden.” 
“We usually take it to Grandparents in the afternoon; it’s a great stimulus for talk that would usually be quite mundane.”

“School is so different when we were at school, we never did anything like this and everyone is so approachable, we are doing this in partnership.”

The activities were all practical and fun; parents liked the way that the roles were reversed. 
“The children get to know how to do it and show us what to do.” 
This it was felt demonstrated a very important message for the children about life long learning – 
“You’re never too old to learn.” said one granddad.” 

The instructions were clear, the emphasis was on having a good time and Nythe had created a safe atmosphere so people felt they could come along and have a go, that it was OK to make mistakes, no one was judging them. Indeed this was perceived by some parents as being an important part of the learning exercise. 
“Sometimes I haven’t got a clue, I give it a go and I get it wrong, we’re showing children that we are willing to learn and show them that we can mistakes too” 
Sue Smith, the leader of the Family Learning tree later talked about how her work had the Building Learning Power objectives planned in, here was clear evidence of how resilience was identified by parents. Although the activities allowed Dads especially to use their technical knowledge or practical applications to feel that they were making a positive contribution. 

An additional spin off to the activities that the school organises is that it has been demonstrated to make a tremendous contribution to developing adults as learners. Parents were confident and articulate about the learning experiences that their children and families were experiencing at Nythe they had been encouraged to support the school and become fully involved in the life of the school either as Friends of Nythe, Governors, helpers in the classroom, leading after school club or participating in training through family learning. 

One Dad who had become a helper in the classroom talked of how his son was quite challenging but his involvement in the school was helping to turn around his behaviour 
“My son loves it when I go into his class.”

Another parent felt that the behaviour of the children was supported because of their involvement in Saturday academy, which was seen as a centre for their community. 
“They see us all getting on and they know we talk to each other so they have to think about how they behave because we’ll find out what they’ve been up to when we all meet up again!” 
In this way the Nythe Saturday Academy was recreating a sense of identity and community ties that is usually perceived as having broken down in modern society.

Resource
Provision can only be created when key resource decisions are made. The various initiatives launched by the school have been supported by the Swindon 10 network. This provided the initial impetus which enabled the school to put a parent co-ordinator in place. As the work has thrived and their aspirations have grown the demand on that resource has grown. The ‘ Parent Co-ordinator’ is pivotal in generating resource through close work with The Friends of Nythe, seeking free resources & collaborating with other Parent Co-ordinators to share resource ideas  & possibly funding joint events. In looking at the sustainability of the work there is an ongoing need to generate the funding to make that possible.
Evaluation

Being reflective about what works and what doesn’t and refining practice to meet current needs and respond to new challenges appears to have been a characteristic of the work. An ongoing evaluative loop:
· Gathering feedback at the end of events, in a number of different ways. Sometimes through written questionnaires, sometimes informal discussions and sometimes through looking at the number of smiles!

· Monitoring attendance at events and adapting plans accordingly. E.g.  ‘Tea and toast’ was poorly attended so has been dropped. 

· A comments book at events in which parents and children are invited to write. The comments are accompanied by several photographs which give a real sense of the success of different events. 
· Constantly asking the question ‘What’s next?’ and welcoming comments and suggestions from all stakeholders. Parents, School Council and Eco-Warriors have all had the opportunity to express opinions.

In all of this there is a need to be mindful of the families who do / do not engage with our events and of targeting provision to identified need. Using the data we generate through family learning projects along side the other sources of data we have in school to ensure we offer activities which engage those families who that data suggests would most benefit from our programmes. In this process some of the activities we offer may need to be changed / dropped as we hone in and get smarter at matching provision to need. 

The next challenge is to reach out to the non-engaged, including our target families.
Extended Provision viewed as Family Learning

For many the aspirations of the Every Child Matters agenda and for the Core Offer for Extended Provision are just that, aspirations. The various initiatives which Nythe has developed turn those aspirations into reality. Real provision is being created which meets many of those aspirations. Much of what was revealed during this enquiry supports the notion that in creating opportunities for family learning to take place many of those aspirations can be met. However, the impact that provision has on the children of Nythe and their families beyond ticking those boxes. The voices of parents, carers and their children all affirmed the interest, engagement and enthusiasm this provision had generated. The staff spoke passionately about the ways in which it had enhanced relationships right across the school community.

Measuring the impact of work of this nature can be really difficult. Any causal link between engaging parents as learners to understand how they can support the learning of their children and improvements in ‘standard tests’ would be hard to quantify but it is no great leap of faith to believe it does make a significant contribution and that it also raises the aspirations of the children and their families as to where education can lead them in their future lives.
Testing out what the school and its community have created against the parameters of ECM and Extended Provision is a discipline the school has begun to adopt. To ask the question:

How do the opportunities we create for family learning meet the demands of the Core Offer for Extended Provision?

Is a discipline worth adopting and a way of mapping out that provision to ensure both breadth and a depth which has some substance?
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