
Amber: Charting the Future
Working with Parents and Children in Nottingham Schools
[image: image1.png]



Martin Yarnit Associates for Nottingham Adult Community Learning Service and New College Nottingham
February 2004
[image: image2.jpg]



 MYA version 1.1    5.2.04

Contents
	Introduction

	3

	Summary of conclusions  

	4

	Recommendations

	6

	Methodology

	8

	
	

	Part 1 Findings
	

	
	

	Amber: what it does, how it is organised

	10

	Amber: Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats
	16

	
	

	Part 2 Way Forward
	

	
	

	What works: what the research tells us

	18

	Opportunities and purpose

	24

	Appendices: Interviews, visits and References and websites
	29


Further copies of this report are available from

Shashi Chopra

Team Leader

Nottingham Adult and Community Learning Service

shashi.chopra@nottinghamcity.gov.uk
Or

Martin Yarnit Associates

martin.yarnit@virgin.net
Introduction: what the report is about and how it is organised

Since 1996, Amber has demonstrated how to engage parents in Nottingham’s most disadvantaged areas in their children’s education. In particular, it has helped develop close working relationships between Black and Minority Ethnic communities and their schools, a bedrock for raising achievement. Now the project is at a turning point: its host, New College Nottingham (NCN), wants Amber to become self-sustaining and changes in funding compel a re-think of its purpose and organisation. But this is a more an opportunity than a crisis for two reasons: 

· Amber has a solid record of achievement, as this review shows, borne out by the decision to locate a new county-wide secondary school –parent initiative with Amber and its recent nomination for a European award for parent involvement

· Public policy on parent involvement and extended schools has finally caught up with Amber.

This review, commissioned jointly by NCN and Nottingham City Adult and Community Learning Service, documents some of the achievements of recent years and proposes a way forward for the project. It was carried out by Martin Yarnit Associates between November and January 2003-4.

The Commission

The objectives of the commission were to

1. Raise the profile of Amber

2. Document opportunities presented by the project for

· Educational standards

· Capacity building of parents

· Identifying local learning needs by linking with area planning

· Developing schools as learning communities

· Networking with statutory and voluntary agencies

3. Propose a management structure for an ongoing project

4. Investigate funding opportunities leading to sustainability

Structure of the Report

The report is organised in two parts:

· Part 1 reports the findings of the study with an assessment of impact and a consideration of some issues about the workings of the project

· Part 2 sets out the options for the way forward taking account of the implications of research in this field, other models of good practice and the opportunities for local development.

Summary of Conclusions 
Amber was set up in 1996 to increase opportunities for the participation of ethnic minority people in education. Now, the aim is to encourage all parents to become more involved in their children’s education in order to increase understanding, motivation and achievement. Based at New College Nottingham (NCN), the biggest of the city’s FE colleges, it is managed by a Team Manager supported by three Team Leaders.  Funding from the project comes from a variety of sources including the LSC, SRB, New Deal for Communities and NCN itself. The project acts as a mentoring and signposting agency for parents, leading to significant numbers of enrolments at NCN and other learning providers including the city’s Adult and Community Learning Service (ACLS), South Nottingham College and People’s College.

This review, commissioned jointly by NCN and Nottingham City Adult and Community Learning Service, documents some of the achievements of recent years and proposes a way forward for the project. It was carried out by Martin Yarnit Associates between November and January 2003-4.
Part 1 reports the findings of the study with an assessment of impact and a consideration of some issues about the workings of the project. 

The Parent Support Workers (PSWs) are the heart of Amber. As of March 2004, there are 57 of them, all women. Based in primary schools and one Sure Start project across the city, they are employed for 10 hours a week although some work longer hours because they are covering two schools or because they also act as Team Leaders. More than half of the current PSWs in post are from BME communities, a key factor in enabling the project to engage with BME parents and children. Schools draw on the cultural insights, community networks and language skills of PSWs.

PSWs, especially the more experienced, are central to the life of their schools in several ways:

· Organising events and courses for parents and children that help to create a sense of identity between school and community, a bedrock for working together to raise attainment

· Working to create dedicated parent space 
· Explaining schools to parents and parents to schools, anticipating and mediating disputes, 

Differences in the proportion of time devoted to these activities raises a question about focus,  impact and the strategic relationship between Amber and schools.  Although headteachers and other staff are often extremely generous in their praise of PSWs, there is little evidence of schools using PSWs strategically to target children most at risk, for example, or those struggling with literacy, numeracy and English, through attending regular staff meetings to review and anticipate problems.
Turning to the impact of the project on parents and children, although  it is difficult to establish the precise contribution of Amber to raising educational standards for children, there is abundant evidence of the educational involvement of the adults connected with it, both the parents and the PSWs. 
The PSW display a wide range of skills and the most experienced are capable of impressive achievements under often difficult circumstances. It is not clear that that skill and experience is effectively tapped on behalf of all PSWs to overcome problems and to raise standards. There is also a loss of experience when PSWs leave the project in search of new opportunities and promotion. 
Amber has worked with schools to pioneer the concept of the extended school and parent involvement, and through its brokering role is helping to establish shared values between parents, children and schools, the basis of a learning community. It has also played a key role in establishing dedicated space for parents in schools.

Amber’s location in NCN has been a source of strength but there is a perception that this also limits its ability to provide an impartial signposting service. Nonetheless, there are strong relations with the city’s ACLS, with People’s and South Nottingham Colleges. PSWs work alongside a wide range of local agencies and community organisations but  formal planning links with some key agencies and services are weak.

Management is hard-pressed and probably under-paid and is under-resourced for with the growing scale and complexity of the project. This reflects problems with funding which is short-term, uncertain and also hampers a proper focus on impact. 

Part 2 sets out the options for the way forward taking account of the implications of research in this field, other models of good practice and the opportunities for local development.
The evidence base for the impact of parental involvement on children’s education is provided by Professor Charles Desforges and Alberto Abouchaar in a recent  literature review for DfES. They argue that the most important finding from the point of view of this review is that parental involvement in the form of ‘at-home good parenting’ has a significant positive effect on children’s achievement and adjustment even after all other factors shaping attainment have been taken out of the equation.  In the primary age range the impact caused by different levels of parental involvement is much bigger than differences associated with variations in the quality of schools.  The scale of the impact is evident across all social classes and all ethnic groups.
They say:

The achievement of working class pupils could be significantly enhanced if we systematically apply all that is known about parental involvement.  A programme of parental involvement development initiatives taking the form of multi dimensional intervention programmes, targeted on selected post code areas and steered by a design research process is implicated. 
They point to the importance of those activities forming part of a strategic whole-school approach rather than being appended to a school’s day to day life.  This points to the need for a focussed approach on at-home good parenting to ensure maximum impact, linked to targeting of at risk groups identified jointly with the school and other agencies such as Education Welfare. 
The report refers to other similar projects in Nottingham, Sheffield and East London whose experience and approach is worthy of consideration. 

Recommendations

In the light of the research evidence, the evolution of the project and opportunities opened up by the  current  public policy agenda, the report argues for a shift in the definition of aims and objectives.

Aim

Amber’s aim is to break the cycle of educational disadvantage by helping to create schools as learning communities where parents are actively involved in the life of the school, in their own and their children’s education.
Objectives

1. To help to ensure that children and parents from the most disadvantaged communities are effectively included in all aspects of the life of their schools.
2. To develop education and employment opportunities for parents

3. To assist the development of extended schools 

Structure

To embody the above aim and objectives we propose that Amber should become an independent voluntary body, a company limited by guarantee, with charitable status. It should have a Board of Directors that reflects its core business: enabling parents to become an active force in creating extended schools. 

Directors should be drawn from

· Parents and community organisations (BME and others)

· Schools – governors and headteachers

· City and County Councils – LEA, ACLS and  Development or Community Services Departments

· Colleges 

· GNLP

Impact and Focus

Action should be taken to sharpen the focus of the project on its aims and objectives by

· Deciding a rough allocation of time between tasks,  and monitoring this to avoid mission creep

· Giving more priority to at-home parenting
· Ensuring stronger links with school development planning, local learning plans, LEA targets and neighbourhood renewal floor targets
· Pinpointing with schools and other agencies,  parents and children at risk or in need of support 

· Creating a How to Kit  to reduce time spent re-inventing how to go about the main activities of the PSW  such as  marketing and recruiting adult courses

· Establishing a PSW Know-how list – PSWs with specific skills or experience such as agency referral or dealing with difficult parents. 
Location

A new location should be sought to reflect the project’s independent status, preferably city centre and alongside other similar projects – such as mentoring, learning champions and signposting organisations - for maximum synergy.

Linkages
Amber should be firmly anchored in and alongside mainstream services and activities including:
· City and county ACLS

· Schools and the city and county LEAs

· Family learning, numeracy and literacy

· IAG

· Area action and local learning planning

· Behaviour Improvement Teams and EWOs.

Amber should be linked closely to the work of the Family Learning tutors funded through City and County ACLS. Tutors should work closely with PSWs and schools in organising adult learning programmes, including at-home parenting skills, and in targeting parents and children for support.   

Amber should provide a Greater Nottingham base for learning champion and mentoring schemes so that they have a physical centre, administrative and financial support, quality expertise and a centre for the exchange of effective practice and for training and development alongside PSWs and Family Learning, Numeracy and Literacy Tutors.

Staffing and Management

Schools should be offered up to 20 hours a week of PSW time so that there is a daily presence in each case, including time for team briefings. PSWs should be offered a range of contract hours according to their preferences and the requirements of the project, ranging from 20 to 37 hours weekly. As now, PSW should be expected to contribute five hours of their own time for training and development.

The management team should comprise:
· Project Director on a suitable scale

· Quality Manager responsible for quality and for the learning content  of the team’s work

· Three PSW Team Leaders responsible solely for PSW supervision without their own school responsibilities

· With the support of  an  Adminstrator  full time

Training and Development

As the project expands, and direct face to face contact between PSWs cannot be relied on to the same extent for the exchange of skills, it will become more important to systematise knowledge and its transfer. This should be the responsibility of the proposed new post of Quality Manager.

Quality, Evaluation and Self-evaluation

As an independent voluntary sector body, Amber ll, will need to create or buy in quality assurance expertise and systems, linked to ALI and various funding streams such as New Deal for Communities with their specific outputs. 

It will also need to set up a systematic framework for self-evaluation as a means of continuous improvement and as an argument for funding. Performance review should be a standing item for the new Board. PSWs as well as managers should be expected to review performance on a regular basis. 

Data will be a mixture of qualitative and quantitative. It should continue to differentiate BME focused activity, a major strength of Amber. Monitoring and evaluation should distinguish between the impact on 
1. children 

2. parents 

3. PSWs 

4. schools .
Raising the Profile

Carrying out this study and a follow up meeting with stakeholders early in March to consider the findings and recommendations will help to raise the profile of Amber.  In addition, 

· steps should be taken to  gain endorsement from reputable academics and the DfES

· the Board should ensure that Amber is strategically positioned to take advantage of the developing policy climate.

Funding

The key priority is to exploit opportunities for shifting the mix towards mainstream sources, principally by

· Systematically drawing down funding for courses and related activities such as signposting and school events with a learning dimension
· Negotiating a contribution from schools eg by asking schools to match PSW hours on a 1:4 basis (1 hour in 4 paid by the school)
· Campaigning for a long-term contribution from LEA, NRF and SRB successor funds
· Bidding to NDC, LID and other local initiative funds

· Bidding to social enterprise funds such as UnLtd  

· Bidding to charities such as Esmee Fairbairn and the Tudor Trust that share objectives with Amber

· Selling expertise to other agencies.
Methodology: how we went about it

This study drew on several methods of research:
1. Visits to two schools – Melbury and Berridge Junior - to meet the PSW, headteacher and parents

2. Interviews with Maria Semak and two Team Leaders

3. Interviews with senior figures in Nottingham LEA, Nottinghamshire LEA, GNLP

4. Review of the research literature relating to parent involvement and extended schools

5. Review of Amber records. 

Research took place in the main in November and December 2003.

The draft report was discussed with Shashi Chopra (City ACLS), Terry Shrimpton (NCN) and Maria Semak in late January. A list of those interviewed is given in the appendix.

PART 1   FINDINGS

Amber: what it does, how it is organised

Amber was set up in 1996 to increase opportunities for the participation of ethnic minority people in education. Now, the aim is to encourage all parents to become more involved in their children’s education in order to increase understanding, motivation and achievement. Based at New College Nottingham (NCN), the biggest of the city’s FE colleges, it is managed by a Team Manager supported by three Team Leaders.  Funding from the project comes from a variety of sources including the LSC, SRB, New Deal for Communities and NCN itself. The project acts as a mentoring and signposting agency for  parents, leading to significant numbers of enrolments at NCN and other learning providers including the city’s Adult and Community Learning Service, South Nottingham College and People’s College.

The Parent Support Workers are the heart of Amber. As of March 2004, there are 57 of them, all women and just over half from BME communities. Based in primary schools and one Sure Start project across the city, they are employed for 10 hours a week although some work longer hours because they are covering two schools or because they also act as Team Leaders. Some have their own room in the school, in some cases in dedicated parent areas, and all are welcome in the staffroom. 

Their paid time is divided between 

· organising adult  and family learning programmes,

· social events often with an educational agenda such as visits for parents and children to local attractions or a parent production of Grease

· meeting and counselling parents, for example, advising them on immigration issues or putting them in contact with social services or CAB

· acting as a mediator between parents and schools on attendance, bullying and other issues

· Amber meetings including regular Wednesday afternoon meetings with  the team as a whole,  and with their Team Leader

· Record keeping: details of individual support for parents and referrals, courses and events

In their own time, in addition, PSWs are expected to take part in five hours a week of  work-related training. 

Impact and Issues

BME

Raising the aspirations and attainment levels of BME parents and children has been central to Amber from the outset. 22% of the children in Nottingham’s schools are BME, twice the national average. More than half of the current PSWs in post are from BME communities, a key factor in enabling the project to engage with BME parents and children. This is a considerable and rare achievement: it is unusual for initiatives based in colleges to develop strong roots in BME communities. Schools draw on the cultural insights, community networks and language skills of PSWs. In one case, typical of many, a PSW acted as go-between so that aY3 teacher could set work for a child who was abroad on an extended stay. In another, a PSW has supported a parent to become a parent governor, despite her poor command of English.
Schools

PSWs, especially the more experienced, are central to the life of their schools in several ways:

· Organising events and courses for parents and children that help to create a sense of identity between school and community, a bedrock for working together to raise attainment

· Working to create dedicated parent space (see below: Schools as Learning Communities)

· Explaining schools to parents and parents to schools, anticipating and mediating disputes, an important issue in Nottingham where exclusions have been above the national average
 eg acting as translator in a meeting between parents and a SENCO or carrying out home visit where a child was reluctant to attend school, avoiding the need for EWO intervention.
Use of time varies between PSWs and schools, but in the case of one school in the New Deal for Communities area, 11 courses took place in the year from September 2002, attracting 83 parents, 87% of them BME. There were 26 individual sessions with parents, all but one BME, including home visits, and 33 school events organised attracting 276 participants. This is the most time consuming activity in the case of this PSW. In a neighbouring primary school, the figures are 194 course enrolments, 79 1:1 sessions and 15 events attracting 264 people.
 The balance varies between the three main activities: courses, 1:1 and events. Is this because of local conditions, school preferences or PSW preferences? Should there be a greater and consistent emphasis on one more than another?

Would it help to achieve greater consistency in emphasis, if that is desirable, if there were a PSW kit that set out how to set up courses and school events, drawing on the most effective practice within the Team? Would this also be a contribution to assuring the quality of PSWs’ acitivity?

Although headteachers and other staff are often extremely generous in their praise of PSWs, there is little evidence of schools using PSWs strategically to target children most at risk, for example, or those struggling with literacy, numeracy and English, through attending regular staff meetings to review and anticipate problems. Rather, it seems that, for the most part, PSWs engage with particular parents and children because they spot a problem or because staff refer them. Because PSWs operate, in effect, a drop-in service for parents, this aspect of their work may take up more time than any other, perhaps at the risk of squeezing out other equally or more important activities. Although it is vital to support parents and to help schools nip problems in the bud, should that take up more time than, say, establishing a school as a learning community? 

Parents and Children

Data collection has not been a high priority for the project but even if it had, it would still be difficult to establish the precise contribution of Amber to raising educational standards for children. The causal connections are tenuous. On the other hand, there is abundant evidence of the Amber’s impact on the educational involvement of the adults connected with it, both the parents and the PSWs. The PSW for Jesse Boot School was the moving force behind

· 272 enrolments on a variety of courses in 2002-3

· 14 parents moving into employment

· 400 parents to take part in free Body MOTs

· 300 attending an  Eastern Evening

Project school files reveal the obstacles that have to be overcome to generate this level of involvement. There are many false starts and many very small groups with a great deal of PSW time invested in badgering parents to take part and turn up, week after week. Project files suggest the difficulty 

· in moving parents from Indian Head Massage or Fashion Shows to curriculum-related courses such as Share

· involving men

· in moving parents beyond non-certificated or level 1/2 courses.

And yet, the table below shows what can be done, with demanding courses winning more recruits than the more obviously popular ones such as sewing and aerobics.

Amber Adult Learning Programme in One School

	Course
	Number enrolled
	Learning Provider
	Course
	Number enrolled
	Learning Provider

	ESOL
	21
	S Notts College/BEGIN
	Arts and Crafts
	9
	Peoples College

	Computers for Beginners
	9
	Peoples College
	Aerobics
	7
	Peoples College

	Classroom Assistants
	16
	Peoples College
	Sewing
	4
	Peoples College


As the table implies, there are numbers of parents who do move on but the records are insufficient to say whether these are the ones most likely to succeed ie with language and other skills and qualifications. Lack of resources for tracking means that it is difficult to find out how many parents have progressed to further or higher education or employment once their child has left primary school. The Jesse Boot example does show what can be achieved by an experienced PSW.

Detailed records are available for adult involvement in Amber activities in the schools in the New Deal for Communities area. These show (September 2002-July 2003) that in the seven local schools, 199 people took part in 26 courses of whom 142 or 71% were BME. There were also 187 1:1 sessions recorded with parents by PSWs, a significant scale of individual case work, 90% with BME parents. These resulted in some cases in referrals to a wide variety of agencies and organisations as well as enrolments on courses.  In addition, PSWs organised 79 school events that attracted 909 people, 72% of them BME.

It is harder to identify the impact of the project on children. It would be strange if Amber had not helped to improve attendance and reduce exclusion and it may also have contributed to raising attainment levels by raising aspirations and through parental support in the classroom and at home with reading and writing. Of all these, there is only anecdotal evidence, although that is available in abundance. 

PSWs

As well as their school-based activities, PSWs are expected to take part in training and development sessions. Some of these are also open to parents. Examples include:

· classroom assistant introductory course (30 hours plus 10 hours in the classroom)

· Keeping up with the children

· Home School Links

· Positive Parenting

· Share (CEDC course)

· Helping in the Classroom (WEA course)

· Teacher training (City and Guilds 7307 – 2½hours a week for 13 weeks)

· Briefings on key issues eg EMAG (LEA BME service), Literacy Hour

It is not clear to what extent training sessions and Team meetings are used to identify and exchange effective practice. Given that PSWs exhibit different strengths - for example, some are adept at recruiting and retaining students – it makes sense to draw on these to raise the performance of all.

The challenging nature of the job, for those who can cope with it, seems an effective preparation for moving onto to further education and new employment opportunities. A recent cohort of PSWs who have left the project includes

PSW Destinations

	Set up own business- 2
	Sure Start Community Involvement Worker - 1
	BA graduate - 1

	PCT admin. worker - 1
	Graduate Youth Development Worker - 1
	MA - 1

	Left (not the right job) - 1
	ASDA  checkout - 1
	GCSEs - 2

	
	IAG Jobsearch adviser - 1
	Maternity - 4


Opportunities within the project are limited: the management team is small and long-standing. If PSWs want to develop, inevitably that means leaving the project, resulting in a loss of experience. A higher rate of pay and access to longer hours might encourage more to stay. It might also encourage more men to apply for the job. More hours might also make it easier for PSWs to get the right balance between their portfolio of activities.

Schools as Learning Communities

Schools to which Amber workers have been attached have been the forerunners of the extended school movement, only recently officially recognised and blessed by government in England. The rationale for extended schools is that

· they provide a broad range of services for parents, pupils and schools, reflecting the fact that education has social, economic and cultural significance

· they construct a communality of values between schools and their communities, essential to children’s development.

These ideas about education’s broader role, its connections with other services and spheres of activity,  and about shared values are at the heart of the concept of the learning community.

Amber works to create that communality between schools, parents and pupils in a number of ways:

· PSWs are well placed to  interpret the school to the community and vice versa: they are often parents themselves and neighbours, relatives and friends of parents

· PSWs encourage parents to take an active part in the life of the school as parent governors, for example

· By organising social events: parents at one school saw an important role in organising levels like The Weakest Link with teachers as a way of developing a closer relationship and as a way of ‘lightening’ the school’s preoccupation with the 3 Rs.

· By negotiating solutions to potential and real conflicts between parents, children and schools

Amber has brought about improved facilities for parents at a number of schools including

· parent room at Melbury

· Caretaker’s House at Berridge

· Lifelong Learning Centre at Jesse Boot established with the support of  South Nottingham College

But in others, including Melbury, there is a shortage of dedicated space which acts as a block to development. This could be a priority for Amber in collaboration with schools and communities.
Location

Amber’s roots in NCN have been an important source of stability and resources including administrative and financial systems, the bane of a small project’s life. The limiting factor has been the perception that PSW signposting is not impartial and the reality that the project’s proximity to one college must limit its ability to draw on the resources of other learning providers. Having said that, ACLS, People’s and South Nottingham College all play a significant role in the local work of the project.  

Local Learning Needs

It is not always clear how well connected Amber is at local level to the planning process. In part this is because area planning is still in its infancy. An essential step would be for Amber to be able to attend local learning partnerships. 

Networking

Amber workers are linked with a wide range of mainly locally based bodies. What more could be done?  Perhaps 

· creation of local field worker teams with shared events and plans

· stronger links with the City Council, especially the  Education and Development Departments, and Behaviour Improvement Teams

Structure

PSW are linked together through their supervisors in large teams which straddle the city. For example, Melbury Primary is part of an area team that includes Radford and Hyson Green. This ensures that there is an exchange of experience across ethnic boundaries. It could be that there is also a need for a focus on the needs of predominately white or predominately Muslim areas.

Management

The management team – one manager and three team leaders – is hard-pressed. It deals with 

· Strategy, external relations and developing new opportunities

· Quality monitoring and individual supervision

· Training and development

· Funding

· Administrative and financial systems

There has been insufficient time to review management arrangements in detail but two features are obvious:

· Management is under-paid: the manager of a project of this size and importance should expect in excess of £30,000 a year, with team leaders on a proportionate salary, rather than on significantly less than £30,000, a rate that has remained the same since the start of the project

· Management is short-handed: team leaders are responsible for quality assuring the work of 10-15 PSWs (one of them is also responsible for her own school work-load although she is paid extra for this); there is no dedicated administrative support for the project.

Funding

Although there is scope for tightening the focus and impact of the project, Amber has demonstrated its value and this is widely understood in Nottingham as our interviews with senior figures show.
 Yet, the project lives from year to year on uncertain funding. There is a strong case for a larger contribution of mainstream funding and longer-term funding. It should be built into area plans and supported across the city through the  Neighbourhood Renewal Fund.
Amber SWOT

On the basis of what we’ve seen and heard so far, we’ve tried to summarise the SWOT for Amber. Debating these will help to clarify matters.

Strengths

· Standing eg GNLP Secondary project; DfES nomination

· Success in engaging BME parents – unique selling point! Most PSWs bi-lingual 

· Committed, enthusiastic and can do staff - skilled in organising and delivering wide range of programmes from after school clubs to educational visits to Chatsworth to craft work for parents and children

· Well integrated in many schools and with many agencies 

· Early intervention, brokerage prevents costly waste of resources and loss of educational opportunities eg June’s classroom work with violent child

· Large numbers of enrolments and parents gaining employment 

· Well thought out training framework

· Well established adult learning projects eg Jesse Boot Lifelong Learning Centre (with SNotts College) and Caretakers House at Berridge Primary

· Linked into national and European networks – important learning/funding opportunities

Weaknesses

· Lack of clear focus on activities that make a difference – do PSWs know what is most effective? Should there be more targeting of at risk families? To what extent does involvement in learning lead onto involvement in at-home parenting?

· Are PSWs always seen as key members of local field work ‘teams’?

· 10 hours a week limits impact and scope

· Progression for parents and PSWs?

· Data collection and evaluation  

· Clear criteria for allocating resources 

· Not seen as impartial referral agency

· Management thinly stretched and under-rewarded: need for deputy manager

Threats

· Loss of NCN base

· Loss of SRB4

· Uncertainty about future of Nottingham ACLS

· New secondary project: big strain on systems/management

Opportunities

· Link activities to emerging national and local policy priorities

· Raising the profile especially in Greater Nottingham

· Demonstrate contribution to breaking cycle of educational disadvantage, complementing work of other agencies eg learning mentors, EWOs

· Funding: ESF Co-financing; charities; NRF; Deprived Communities Learning Fund

· Cash in enrolment ‘capital’ with NCN, People’s,  South Notts and ACLS

· Consultancy from franchising the Amber model

· Refocus resources to enhance impact

· New secondary project

· Create new body (social enterprise?) closely supported by key stakeholders: City Council (Education and Development), LSC, schools, colleges, ACLS.

PART 2   WAY FORWARD

What Works: What the research tells us

Having gained a broad view of Amber’s practice, the next step was to consider its stated purpose alongside recent research on parental involvement and the general direction of government policy. We wanted to assess the extent to which Amber’s approach reflected the evidence from research and government priorities. 

‘Research has demonstrated a strong link between the academic achievements of pupils and parental aspirations and support for their children’s education’, argues a recent report on secondary school standards from the National Audit Office.

A study by NFER  locates parental involvement as one of the main types of activity associated with extended schools.
 The study identifies five types of activity:

· additional schooling provision offering curriculum and leisure opportunities to pupils beyond the traditional school timetable
· community provision offering learning and leisure opportunities or general community facilities (e.g. drop-in or advice centres)

· early years provision, such as crèches or pre-school facilities

· family and parent provision involving support relating to their child’s learning or to a more general parenting or family role

· other agency provision (e.g. from health, youth or social services) and specialist provision, offering high-calibre facilities in areas such as sports, arts, information technology or business.

The evidence base for this emphasis on parental involvement is provided by Professor Charles Desforges and Alberto Abouchaar in their literature review for DfES. 
  They organise the different forms of parental involvement under three broad and overlapping headings. (p.52)  We have linked these three categories to a listing they also provide of the main types of parental involvement activities to provide the table shown below:

	Category
	Typical activities

	activities which focus on the immediate connectivity between schools and parents.
	· contact with schools to share information;

· participation in school events; 

· participation in the work of the school; and participation in school governance.
Includes Amber, Share and Inspire (Birmingham LEA)



	activities which cast the issue of involvement more broadly into family and community education programmes
	· family learning, literacy and numeracy

Includes ALBSU/BSA Family Literacy and Numeracy Programmes

	parent training programmes aimed at promoting parental psycho-social health and/or relationship skills which are known to be foundational to parental involvement.
	· good parenting in the home, including the provision of a secure and stable environment, intellectual stimulation, parent-child discussion, good models of constructive social and educational values and high aspirations relating to personal fulfilment and good citizenship; 

Includes the Nurturing Programme developed by Family Links


They argue that 

· The most important finding from the point of view of this review is that parental involvement in the form of ‘at-home good parenting’ has a significant positive effect on children’s achievement and adjustment even after all other factors shaping attainment have been taken out of the equation.  In the primary age range the impact caused by different levels of parental involvement is much bigger than differences associated with variations in the quality of schools.  The scale of the impact is evident across all social classes and all ethnic groups.

· Other forms of parental involvement do not appear to contribute to the scale of the impact of ‘at-home’ parenting.  Although the authors take a more positive view of family learning. (p.73) especially an ALBSU/BSA Literacy course:

It was designed for the joint engagement of parents and their children in the age range 3 – 6 years.  The programme was targeted on at-risk children and parents with ‘very low entry characteristics’.  The children were given intensive teaching.  The parents worked on their own literacy and learned to help their children.  A numeracy programme followed the same design principles. 

It seems that these highly focussed, intergenerational programmes had both specific and wider effects.  Specifically, significant gains in literacy and numeracy were achieved, sustained and transferred to school.  More broadly, it was reported that communications between parents and children improved markedly, and parents reported being more able and confident in helping their child at home and communicating with the teacher in school. (p.74)

Impact

There is a further conclusion from the Desforges study that also needs serious consideration: 

The achievement of working class pupils could be significantly enhanced if we systematically apply all that is known about parental involvement.  A programme of parental involvement development initiatives taking the form of multi dimensional intervention programmes, targeted on selected post code areas and steered by a design research process is implicated. 

What does this mean in practice?

The authors argue

· for a holistic approach that tackles the wide range of barriers facing parents. (p.87) – by implication, this seems to be an argument for identifying the specific barriers faced by specific parents and targeting intervention accordingly

· a strategic or whole school approach built into the development plan that involves engaging all parents in a dialogue about what the school is trying to achieve

They warn:

[This approach] will bring an achievement bonus only if the intervention is followed through in the school’s development plan for enhanced achievement goals.  Basic research in the field offers a clear framework for intervention.  In it there is little or no place for programmes of ad-hoc activities, for training which merely makes children biddable or for any intervention which lacks follow-through.   Nor is there any place for bolt-on roles (mentor, home-school link workers) which threaten to distribute the responsibility for parental involvement and support and weaken its connection to the school’s teaching and learning plan. (pp.88-9)

The Implications for Amber

The implications for Amber of these research findings are enormous:

· They confirm the significance of parental involvement activities to raising children’s attainment  – a finding that needs to be taken into account by PSWs into schools and other agencies including the LEA

· They point to the importance of those activities forming part of a strategic whole-school approach rather than being appended to a school’s day to day life

This points to the need for a focussed approach on the part of Amber to ensure maximum impact. There needs to be a discussion about whether to refocus the project’s energies on promoting ‘at-home good parenting’, as in the example given below. And to what extent activity should focus on target or at risk groups identified jointly with the school and other agencies such as EW. Given the relatively small number of hours worked by PSWs, are we satisfied that the flexibility that workers enjoy in using their time should not be balanced by a stronger focus on specific aspects of the work?

Reading with a parent calms unruly children 

Regular reading with a parent can significantly reduce antisocial behaviour among disruptive children, researchers have found.  

A team from the Institute of Psychiatry observed considerable improvements in the behaviour of more than 100 five and six-year-olds in an inner London borough after 10 weeks of regular reading with their parents. The project was funded with a £500,000 grant from the Department of Health. 

Stephen Scott, senior lecturer in child and adolescent psychiatry at the institute, who led the research, said that the study provided clear evidence that simple, focused parenting programmes could be highly effective in improving behaviour from a very young age. 

Parents taking part in the study, conducted in eight schools in Lambeth, South London, were invited to attend a course of ten 2.5-hour weekly meetings during which they were taught how to look at books with their children, using a method that is known as "pause, prompt and praise". 

They were advised to turn off their mobile phones before sitting down to read with their children, outline the story before starting and take time turning pages and looking at pictures. 

"The idea is that they must not leap in to correct mistakes, but try to prompt children to sound out letters and read to the end of the sentence or read the sentence again and look at the pictures if they can't make out a word," Dr Scott said. 

"If they cannot read, they are encouraged to tell the story in their own words by looking at the pictures." 

Their children's behaviour was measured at the beginning and end of the research. Reading was chosen as the focus of the programme because it would have the additional benefit of helping the children with schoolwork. "What children really want is attention," he said. "They can get this through reading with their parents." 

"It is also helpful in a wider sense. Poor reading in adults is associated with unemployment and criminality." 

Families also took part in a ten-week parenting skills programme, which produced similar improvements in behaviour. This consisted of ten sessions in which parents were taught the 'right' and 'wrong' ways of handling children. 

Dr Scott said: "Telling children what not to do does not tell them what they should do. So instead of telling a child, 'Don't run along the corridor', you could say, 'I really like it when you walk slowly indoors'." 

Dr Scott said that quite apart from improving the quality of life of parents and children, such programmes could save the State considerable sums of money. 

His previous research has shown that children who display serious anti-social behaviour at 10 will cost society more than £70,000 in terms of benefits, extra education services, foster-care and crime by the time they reach 28. That compares with £7,423 for other young people. 

"The cost savings of such things as parent training programmes are likely to be considerable, and the quality of life gained suggests that they should be used more widely," Dr Scott said. 

(Times, 2 September 2002) 

(from National Literacy Trust website)

Learning from Other Similar Initiatives

Amber is well placed to benchmark itself against other similar initiatives and to learn from what works. It is in contact with UK and European Networks, has links with the Parent Involvement Team at DfES and with prominent academics. The Dundee-based UK Network
 Parents in Education Network draws together two research networks focusing on parents’ and families’ role in education. ERNAPE is the European sister network. There are links with a similar US network based at John Hopkins University. Connections of this kind enable the project to compare itself with and learn from other approaches such as Dundee’s PALS (Parents Altogether Lending Support)
.

We have selected three contrasting initiatives that we believe pose some important questions for Amber.

1.  Creating the learning links

The Creating the Learning Links, also based in Nottingham, is a positive action recruitment initiative with the following aims:

1. To raise achievement and overall well being of pupils in the New Deal for Communities for Radford and Hyson Green (NDC) Area, by employing additional support staff. 

2. Where possible to employ local people, who may have not have any experience .

3. To provide training to these employees to qualified teaching assistant status.

4. To address the under-representation of BME staff in local schools, especially in schools who may have little or no staff from BME communities at all.

5. Provide positive role models for these children within the classroom environment.

The project has been funded by New Deal for Communities and is a partnership between NDC and the Education Department.  Brother II Brother and PATRA have been identified as additional support for the trainees on the project.

To date the project has
· Recruited 12 teaching assistants (100% retention rate to date).  The first set of six teaching assistants started in January 2002.  The second set of six in April 2002.  

· The teaching assistants work within 10 primary schools within the NDC area.
· The Teaching Assistants have completed a B-tech level 2 qualification in Early Years Childcare and Education and 10 of them have progressed onto the NVQ level 3.  

Sophia Ramcharan, Creating the Learning Links Co-ordinator

Creating the Learning Links has some similarities with Amber with its focus on BME communities and opening up employment opportunities, but its principal focus is on recruiting and training local people as teaching assistants. It is not about parental involvement except in the sense that some of those recruited have children in local schools and that those working in schools are probably better placed to support their own children’s learning. It poses the question whether Amber should focus more closely on identifying and supporting parents to become teaching assistants, an outcome for a small number at present. 

2.  School-Home Support Workers in East London
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East London Schools Fund (ELSF) supports a network of 90 School-Home Support Workers in nine London boroughs.
  Their role is broadly similar to PSWs. The project explains itself thus:

School-Home Support offers a way of tackling low achievement, poor attendance and motivation, truancy, bullying, racial harassment and the many other issues 
affecting schools, their students and staff. The School-Home Support model is a tried and tested approach based on: 

· early intervention 

· involving the whole family 

· working from a school base, meeting the priorities identified by each individual school 

Following the creation of the Excellence in Cities programme, ELSF has developed a hybrid between Support Workers and Learning Mentors that reflects their complementary roles. The new role links parents, children learning at home and in the classroom, and schools. It recognises that children’s learning is best supported by involving parents, because children spend more time at home than in school. The role is not about mentoring adults, a feature of the final example.

3. Raising Attainment Project, Sheffield 
RAP has  pioneered new ways of engaging parents and children in learning and has impacted on  policy and practice in Sheffield, mainly through the direct agency of key figures who have moved on from the area into influential positions in the local authority. It has also brought about a long-term culture change in the way that parents relate to local schools in the Southey-Owlerton area, that can be seen in more parental involvement, improved attendance and calmer schools where teachers are better able to concentrate on teaching.

How has that been achieved? In part through the enthusiasm and commitment of project workers, parents and headteachers. But the main impact has been achieved through two   tried and tested elements:

· the offer of three mutually reinforcing activities that draw strength from intimate knowledge of the workings of the community and the school: home-school link; school/child focused learning (literacy, language and number and parenting); adult learning by Home School Link and Family Learning Workers (sometimes the same person combining all roles)

· the engagement of parents in five interlocking roles: as co-learners with their children; as learners in their own right; as partners with schools; as supporters of each other; as trainers and tutors.

This is the model that lays the basis for positive change – of improved behaviour and attendance in the short-term, of long-term gains in attainment for parents and children.

The strength of RAP is in its emphasis on family learning, especially on learning in school and at home closely related to the curriculum. This is brought about by employing teachers, many of them nursery and infant trained, who understand what the school is attempting to do and know how to reinforce it through their work with parents and children. This is an element that is largely missing from Amber but which is strongly implied by Desforges.

Opportunities and Purpose

Opportunities

A broad reading of the background papers and interviews with PSWs, headteachers and others suggests that Amber is well placed strategically. Its activities link it currently with several interlocking policy areas:

· Social inclusion and Integrated children’s services: improving attendance; improving the transition from pre-school to primary/primary to secondary; brokerage between parents and schools

· Adult learning, skills and employment: learning promotion and learning champions

· Extended schools, family learning, literacy and numeracy

It also links with two cross-cutting themes:  provision for BME communities and improving service management (improving inter-agency working). All these are high priorities for the Government.

On the other hand, there is a danger in too wide a focus. 

,
Aim

Amber’s current aim is to encourage all parents to become more involved in their children’s education in order to increase understanding, motivation and achievement. An important secondary aim is to increase opportunities for the participation of BME people in education. In the light of the discussion above, we would propose that the aim is revised as follows:

Amber’s aim is to break the cycle of educational disadvantage by helping to create schools as learning communities where parents are actively involved in the life of the school, in their own and their children’s education.

Objectives

Three main objectives flow from this aim:

1. To help to ensure that children and parents from the most disadvantaged communities are effectively included in all aspects of the life of their schools.

The rationale for this is clear: 

· actively involved parents are more likely to  understand and  support their children’s learning

· full attendance is critical to attainment

· contented learners are more effective

This is a central role of the PSWs. It focuses on 

1:1 mediation, brokerage and support for parents and children driven by and targeted by need as defined by parents, children and schools with the aim of securing inclusion, attendance and successful transition between phases

organising a programme of activities that draw  parents and children and schools more closely together through shared aims and values.

2. To develop education and employment opportunities for parents

The rationale for this is clear:

· Poverty is associated with school failure (although not determined by it)

· Parental aspirations are a major shaping influence on children

· Parental qualifications are linked to children’s school performance

This is a central role for PSWs, organising a programme of adult learning, focusing on tackling basic skills and language problems, identifying learning and career pathways and progression routes, mentoring learners, supporting learning champions, and in secondary schools collaborating with learning mentors. The East London Home School Support Service’s hybrid learning mentor/home school worker needs further consideration. Arguably, there should be a focus on a number of career routes including teaching assistants. The experience of Creating the Learning Links needs further consideration.

3. To assist the development of extended schools 

The rationale for this is clear:

· They provide comprehensive support for learners of all ages

· They develop links between education, employment, health and social care

· They link home and school

PSWs are well placed to develop links between education and other services, and to develop facilities for adult and family learning. But there is a new role for teachers in Amber leading family learning activities linked to the curriculum, identifying and targeting parents and children, and developing a strong strand of at-home parenting. The experience of RAP Sheffield needs further consideration.

Structure

To embody the above aim and objectives we propose that Amber should become an independent voluntary body, a company limited by guarantee, with charitable status. It should have a Board of Directors that reflect its core business: enabling parents to become an active force in creating extended schools. 

Directors should be drawn from

· Parents and community organisations (BME and others)

· Schools – governors and headteachers

· City and County Councils – LEA, ACLS and  Development or Community Services Departments

· Colleges

· GNLP
Location

A new location should be sought to reflect the project’s independent status, preferably city centre and alongside other similar projects – such as mentoring, learning champions and signposting organisations -  for maximum synergy.
Linkages
Amber should be firmly anchored in and alongside mainstream services and activities including

· City and county ACLS

· Schools and the city and county LEAs

· Family learning numeracy and literacy

· IAG

· Area action and local learning planning

· Behaviour Improvement Teams and EWOs.

Amber should be linked closely to the work of the Family Learning tutors funded through City and County ACLS. Tutors should work closely with PSWs and schools in organising adult learning programmes, including at-home parenting skills, and in targeting parents and children for support.   

Amber should provide a Greater Nottingham base for learning champion and mentoring schemes so that they have a physical centre, administrative and financial support, quality expertise and a centre for the exchange of effective practice and for training and development alongside PSWs.

Staffing and Management

Schools should be offered up to 20 hours a week of PSW time so that there is a daily presence in each case, including time for team briefings. PSWs should be offered a range of contract hours according to their preferences and the requirements of the project, ranging from 20 to 37 hours weekly. As now, PSW should be expected to contribute five hours of their own time for training and development.
The management team should comprise

· Project Director on a suitable scale

· Quality Manager responsible for quality and for the learning content  of the team’s work

· Three PSW Team Leaders responsible solely for PSW supervision without their own school responsibilities

· Supported by an  Adminstrator full time

Training and Development

As the project expands, and direct face to face contact between PSWs cannot be relied on to the same extent for the exchange of skills, it will become more important to systematise knowledge and its transfer. This should be the responsibility of the proposed new post of Quality Manager.
Impact and Focus

Scope for experiment, trying new approaches, and flexibility in response to schools and parents is vital. But defining and achieving impact should be a continuous activity for PSWs, their managers and their partners.  This involves:
· Deciding a rough allocation of time between tasks and monitoring  helps to avoid mission creep

· Giving more priority to at-home parenting
· Ensuring stronger links with school development planning, local learning plans, LEA targets and neighbourhood renewal floor targets
· Pinpointing with schools and others parents and children at risk or in need of support 

· Creating a How to Kit reduces time spent re-inventing how to go about the main activities of the PSW eg marketing and recruiting adult courses

· Know how list – PSWs with specific skills or experience eg X is really good at running day trips for parents
Quality, Evaluation and Self-evaluation

As an independent voluntary sector body, Amber ll, will need to create or buy in quality assurance expertise and systems, linked to ALI and various funding streams such as New Deal for Communities with their specific outputs. 

It will also need to set up a systematic framework for self-evaluation as a means of continuous improvement and as an argument for funding. Performance review should be a standing item for the new Board. PSWs as well as managers should be expected to review performance on a regular basis. 

Data will be a mixture of qualitative and quantitative. It should continue to differentiate BME focused activity, a major strength of Amber. Monitoring and evaluation should distinguish between the impact on 
5. children 

6. parents 

7. PSWs 

8. schools .
The table below sets out the data fields that will need to be monitored:
	Parents
	Numbers
	Examples

	Course enrolments: family learning; ESOL; etc
	
	

	Completions and qualifications
	
	

	Employment
	
	

	Active involvement (helping in class; taking part in events; member of PTA or governing body; taking active part in regeneration programmes)
	
	

	Other
	
	

	Children (individual accounts)
	
	

	Inclusion
	
	

	Learning achievements
	
	

	Schools
	
	

	Inclusion
	
	

	Attendance
	
	

	Learning achievements
	
	


Raising the Profile

Carrying out this study and a follow up meeting with stakeholders to consider the findings and recommendations  will help to raise the profile of Amber.  In addition, 

· steps should be taken to  gain endorsement from reputable academics and the DfES
· the Board should ensure that Amber is strategically positioned to take advantage of the developing policy climate.

Funding

The key push on funding is, of course, to exploit opportunities for shifting the mix towards mainstream sources, principally by

· Systematically drawing down funding for courses and related activities such as signposting and school events with a learning dimension
· Negotiating a contribution from schools as RAP does perhaps on a 1:4 ratio
· Campaigning for a long-term contribution from LEA, NRF and SRB successor funds
· Bidding to NDC, LID and other local initiative funds

· Bidding to social enterprise funds such as UnLtd  

· Bidding to charities such as Esmee Fairbairn and the Tudor Trust that share objectives with Amber

· Selling expertise 

Appendices

Visits and Interviews

	18 November
	Mubena Qudus

and parents
	PSW, Berridge Junior

	18 November
	Brian Mallows
	HT, Berridge Junior

	20 November
	Emma Stephenson

and parents
	PSW, Melbury Primary

	20 November
	Alun Owen
	HT, Melbury Primary

	5 December
	June Singh
	PSW

	3 December
	Roxana Yasin
	PSW

	26 November*
	Nick Payne
	GNLP

	1 December
	Ian Curryer
	Nottingham LEA

	2 December 
	Heather Downey
	Notts LSC

	By email
	Carolyn Unstead
	DfES Parental Involvement in Children’s Education Team


References and Websites

Bastiani, J. (1999)  Share: an evaluation of the first two years:  Coventry: CEDC

Bateson, B. (2000) INSPIRE.  In Wolfendale, S., and Bastiani, J (eds) (2000)  The contribution of Parents to School Effectiveness: London: David Fulton. p.52-68

Campaign for Learning (2003) Give Your Child a Better Chance

Desforges, C. and Abouchaar, A. (2003) The Impact of Parental Involvement, Parental Support and Family Education on Pupil Achievement and Adjustment, DfES Research Report 433

Ofsted (2000)    Inspection of Nottingham City

Ofsted  (2001)  Managing Support for the Attainment of Pupils from Minority Ethnic Groups.  London, Ofsted: HMI report No. 326.

Ofsted  (2003)  Improving City Schools

Scott, S.  (2003)  Parenting Programmes:  What works?  Some UK evidence.  Paper presented to a DfES discussion group.  (London: DfES)

Wilkin A, and others (2002) Towards the Development of Extended Schools - for DfES and NUT
Wolfendale., and Bastiani, J. (eds) (2000). The contribution of parents to school effectiveness, London: David Fulton Publishers
Yarnit, M. (2003) Schools for All: the future of the Raising Achievement Project, Sheffield
Websites

PALS (Parents Altogether Lending Support)

http://www.dundee.ac.uk/pressreleases/prnov03/pals.html
Parents in Education site

http://www.dundee.ac.uk/psychology/ParentsinEducation/
School Home Support Service (East London schools – funded by Gatsby)

Amelia Howard

Chief Executive

School-Home Support

Unit 6, Bow Exchange

5 Yeo St

London

E3 3QP

0207 538 3479

ameliahoward@schoolhomesupport.org.uk
website

http://www.schoolhomesupport.org.uk/site.htm
Tudor Trust

http://www.tudortrust.org.uk/learning.htm
� 2000 Ofsted Report on Nottingham City LEA, para. 147.


� Data from School Tracking Sheets


� Another snap-shot: 206 enrolments on Amber courses at NCN under the Basic Skills category on December 18, 2003. 


� LSC, LEA, GNLP


� NAO 2003 Making a Difference: Performance of Maintained  Secondary Schools in England, p.33-4


� Anne Wilkin and others 2003  Towards the Development of Extended Schools, NFER for DfES and NUT


� The Impact of parental involvement, parental support and family education on pupil achievement and adjustment: A literature review 2003, DfES Research Report 433.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.dundee.ac.uk/fedsoc/ParentsInEducation/" ��http://www.dundee.ac.uk/fedsoc/ParentsInEducation/�





� PALS: � HYPERLINK "http://www.dundee.ac.uk/pressreleases/prnov03/pals.html" ��http://www.dundee.ac.uk/pressreleases/prnov03/pals.html�





� Checked as an accurate account with SR 21 January 2004. 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.schoolhomesupport.org.uk/how01.htm" ��http://www.schoolhomesupport.org.uk/how01.htm�





� From the report by MYA for Sheffield City Council (2003) Schools for All: The Future of the Raising Attainment Project





PAGE  
1

