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Reaching out to reluctant school-shy parents: suggestions  

(with a view to encouraging parents to share their skills, knowledge, talents and interests to benefit their children and the school)
Making the first moves

Attracting parents of secondary school pupils into schools for whatever reason is notoriously difficult and more so in areas where there is a high degree of economic deprivation, worklessness among parents, or a high number of lone parents, for example. 

Building links with reluctant, school-shy (or so-called ‘hard-to-reach’ parents) can take time, and there can be pitfalls. Trust takes a while to grow. So, starting off on a small scale to begin with might be a good idea.

Adopt a two-stage approach: It may be better to plan two stages for finding out what skills and talents this group of parents have:
· The first stage could involve finding out from the parents what they would like to learn to do or what they are interested in; and then find a way to offer them some of those opportunities at the school or in their neighbourhoods. 
· The second stage: once reluctant, hard-to-reach parents are involved in doing or learning something for themselves, there could be more solid ground on which to base an approach about sharing their own skills, knowledge, interests, talents and so on, with the pupils and the wider school. 

Use any outreach staff or people who already have established connections between the school and its community: Enlist the help of any outreach staff in the school, such as family learning advisers, teaching assistants, parent support advisers, even police officers or social workers who work with the families in the school’s neighbourhood, and so on. These people most likely already have links with parents who may be harder to reach or reluctant to come to the school.
To begin finding out more about activities that parents are interested in, it could be a good idea to organise a free, fun event (eg afternoon sausage sizzle with bouncy castle, games, prizes etc after a football or other sports event on a Saturday): 
Some tips:
· Offer parents an event at a time that is convenient to them – evenings can be difficult because of childcare. Try Friday afternoons after school, or Saturday mornings. 

· Hold the event at a venue away from the school – in a community centre near the school or on one of the neighbouring estates or in a housing association venue. 

· Find a venue that has free childcare on offer as part of the hiring deal.

· Get the pupils to help organise it, so that they can enthuse their parents about coming.

· Offer freebies and prizes – approach a local supermarket for example, or local businesses to help out. 

Communication: getting around the digital divide in deprived communities: Because the digital divide is still a reality for many families in deprived communities, it may be good to use a variety of ways to communicate information about the event to reluctant, school-shy parents. For example:

· Use mobile phone text messaging to invite parents to the event. (The assumption here is that while many homes may not have computers, most people do have mobile phones. Services like GroupCall messenger can send out texts in different languages too.)   

· Get the pupils involved in organising the event and ask them to take home a flyer.

· Use word-of-mouth via school staff (including school caretakers, kitchen staff, teaching assistants, and especially staff who live in the area in which the school is located, other active parents, and so on).  

· Also, approach any supplementary schools in vicinity of the school to encourage parents to come to the school. 
Read Try our whiteboards in the August 2010 Bulletin magazine for an example of a school that has forged successful relationships with supplementary schools: http://bit.ly/jBOqDS 
· Approach any community and voluntary sector organisations in the area to help. Also, find out from tenant/housing/community associations on the neighbourhood estates what kind of help with organising and publicising the event they can offer. These organisations may even have done resident surveys, so ask for their advice on the best approaches to take. 
· Put flyers in local pubs, on supermarket notice boards, and local service stations.
· Perhaps approach any parents who are already involved in the school and who fit the profile of those the school is trying to reach, to see if they would be willing to ‘interest/talent/skill scouts' or 'ambassadors' who can encourage other parents to take part in the event. 
· Later, these parent could also help you to gather information about what kind of interests or talents other parents may have.
· Any written material (a flyer, for example) needs to be composed sensitively, avoiding jargon and language that may put people off.
· Another way of reaching parents could be through approaching parents who are involved in activities and clubs that are already up and running at the school (breakfast clubs, cooking clubs, gardening clubs, for example) and asking them to take the message out into the community to the more reluctant or shy parents. Look at this example here: http://bit.ly/flc4VW 

Finding out what parents are interested in learning/doing: At the event, organise key staff/outreach workers to have informal, short and friendly ‘survey-chats’ with the people attending the event.
TIPS:

· Generally, people who live in deprived areas tend to give official-looking people with clipboards a wide berth. It’s better to gather the information you want through friendly chats with people while they are standing around watching their children on a bouncy castle, or playing football for example. 

Volunteers could simply move among the parents chatting to them over the course of the event about what interests them and what activities they would like to pursue.    
(Examples could be computer classes, community and/or modern foreign languages, musical instrument tuition, singing lessons, joining a choir, keep fit or yoga sessions, carpentry, arts and crafts, cooking, carpentry… and so on).
· The activities would need to be subsidised so that cost to parents is minimal or nothing. Again, partnerships with local organisations might hold the key to being able to do this
· If volunteers are using a questionnaire to gather the information, keep it short with as few questions as possible, and again, avoid jargon.
· Be as flexible as possible about where the activities are offered; use venues away from the school (since, of course, these are parents who don’t like coming into the school in the first place); it’s also more convenient for parents to have the activities offered near where they live as transport can be tricky.
· Offer free childcare if possible.
· Ask parents what time would be best to attend any activities.
· Offer prizes, freebies for dads (ask local service stations, pizza parlours, pubs, supermarkets to donate vouchers for example – these are always an attraction).   
Finally, finding out what talents/interests/skills reluctant, school-shy parents have, which they may be willing to contribute to your school
Gathering information about what interests or skills the parents might be willing to share with the school at a later stage could be done by the people who actually run the activities. 
· The information could be gathered informally via conversations with the parents, through a paper survey (again, short, clear and sensitively phrased) and relayed to the school.
· Encouraging parents to come to the school and share their knowledge, skills and any talents they possess could be done once parents have gained confidence at what they are accomplishing through the activities they are doing. 
Web pages that may be useful
Here’s an example of a strategy used to improve relationships with hard-to-reach parents. Also, if you are creating a questionnaire survey there are some tips – scroll down the webpage to find both. 

http://bit.ly/jo76ac 

A few case studies about using non-teaching staff to link with parents

https://www.ssatrust.org.uk/achievement/eca/Pages/Parents.aspx
An article from Teaching Expertise on engaging hard-to-reach parents

http://www.teachingexpertise.com/articles/engaging-hard-to-reach-parents-2657

http://shop.niace.org.uk/family-learning-case-studies.html
Involving a parent target group

http://www.teachingexpertise.com/articles/engaging-parents-developing-equal-partnerships-to-support-learning-1623
