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Survey of Parents in England 2008

The Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) commissioned this survey from GfK Social Research as part of the Local Authority Commissioning Pathfinders (LACP) evaluation.  The evaluation's general goal is to examine the effectiveness of the commissioning roles in different circumstances and to identify successful and less successful approaches. This particular survey is being published in advance of the main evaluation report (which is as yet unpublished) as it provides a nationally-representative view of parental satisfaction in a number of areas, including:

· parents' satisfaction with their child's school 

· parental experiences and attitudes about school choice 

· parental awareness of attitudes towards academies and trust schools,

and may therefore be of interest outside the context of the wider evaluation.

The survey was administered by telephone to a random sample of nearly 2,000 parents and guardians of children ages 4 to 16 attending school in England. This is an interim report with the final version expected in autumn 2009.

Key findings

The key findings of the survey are divided into six short sections.

1. Satisfaction with the child's school and reasons for dissatisfaction
· 94% of parents were satisfied with their child's school, and 73% were either extremely or very satisfied. 

· 4% of parents were dissatisfied, and the reasons for their dissatisfaction were as follows: poor quality teaching (37% of dissatisfied parents), problems with discipline, bullying, or other forms of antisocial behaviour (34%) , poor academic standards or exam results (28%), and poor quality special needs provision (21%).

2. Choosing a school and applying for a school place
Parents were asked about their most recent experience of choosing a school and applying for a school place.

· In deciding which school to apply for, the most important factors for parents were: the location of and ease of getting to the school (59%), the school's academic or examination success (25%), and the overall reputation of the school or recommendations of the school (23%). Interestingly, a ‘good Ofsted report' was cited by only 8% of parents as a factor in their decision. 

· 71% of parents felt they had a choice of good state-funded schools in their local area, but 25% felt that this was not the case. 6% said there were no good state-funded schools within their local authority area. 

· The following are percentages of parents who felt that had received sufficient help and information from local authorities in various aspects of the application process (with figures in brackets indicating the percentage who felt they had not received enough information or did not receive any information): on schools in their area - 78% (19%); on the admission criteria for each school - 82% (14%); on the application process - 84% (14%); on the application deadline - 86% (10%) 

· 86% of parents reported their child was accepted to their first choice state-funded school, and 9% were not offered a place. However, only 78% of parents said that their first-choice state funded school was ‘the ideal school for their child'; for 19% it was a pragmatic choice.

3. Support for having a range of types of schools in each area
· 66% of parents supported the concept of having a range of types of schools in each area for parents to choose from, while 23% were neutral - neither supporting nor opposing the idea. 

· Parents were asked about whether there were enough of seven specific types of schools in their area: specialist schools (specialising in one or more subjects), faith schools, single sex schools, grammar schools, Academies, Trust or Foundation schools, and special schools.

- Parents were fairly evenly split about whether they felt there were enough specialist, special, grammar, and single sex schools

- 66% of parents thought there were enough faith schools in their area (22% thought there were not)

- More parents (46%) felt there were not enough Academies in their area (27% thought there were, 27% did not know)

- 44% of parents thought there were not enough Trust or Foundation schools in their area (19% said there were enough, 36% did not know).

4. Attitudes towards external partners for state-funded schools
· Parents were asked how they felt about state schools forming partnerships with each of the following: businesses, charities, Further Education colleges, Universities and Higher Education colleges, independent or private schools, faith groups/religious groups, community groups, parent groups, and other state schools. Over 75% of parents were supportive of state school partnerships with most of these groups, with lower percentages supporting partnerships with businesses (65%), independent schools (56%) and faith/religious groups (45%).

5. Awareness of and attitudes towards Academies and Trust Schools
· Only 55% of parents were aware that Academies and Trust Schools had been introduced in some parts of England. After being given a description of what Academies were, 37% of parents were favourably inclined towards them, 16% were unfavourably inclined, but 39% had no opinion either way. 

· Those who favoured academies thought they might raise standards in failing schools (23%), have a good quality of teaching (14%), or have good facilities or buildings (14%). Of those who were unfavourable towards Academies, 24% could not specify why, 18% were worried that Academies would cherry-pick pupils, 14% thought they should be run by local authorities instead of external partners, and 13% did not want them to receive more funding than other schools. 

· One third of parents who were aware of the new types of school were favourable towards Trust schools, while 42% neutral and 7% were unfavourable. 

· Of those that were favourable towards Trust Schools, 32% could not specify why, 25% thought they would raise standards, and 13% thought the involvement of external partners was a good thing. Of those that were unfavourable towards Trust Schools, 30% could not specify why, and the main objection was that local authorities, not external partners, should run Trust Schools (27%).

6. Asking for a new school
All parents were asked if they had any reasons for wanting to ask a local authority for a new school.  93% said they did not, while 6% said they did have reasons, for example, poor standards at existing schools (2%).

The parent support adviser pilot:  2nd Interim report from the evaluation

Twenty local authorities have been chosen and funded to set up parent support adviser (PSA) services, which have been piloted from September 2006 to August 2008. Currently, 717 PSAs are in place and provide services to parents in 1,167 schools.  For this report, interviews were conducted with 105 parents (92 were mothers) and 69 PSAs in 12 case study local authorities between November 2007 and January 2008.  The interviews were meant to determine parents' perspectives on PSAs and PSAs' perspectives on the changes to their role after being in their post for about a year.  The key findings and conclusions are summarised briefly below.

Key findings

Parents
· Parents first contacted their PSA via school staff (47%) and self-referral (29%) often after seeing an information leaflet, and had positive first impressions of approachability. 

· Parents valued the fact that PSAs provided both problem-specific and general support. 

· Privacy when meeting the PSA was highly valued by nearly all parents (98%) and they were critical of schools when a private meeting place was unavailable. 

· Almost 100% of parents judged PSAs to be helpful, and parents valued qualities such as emotional warmth, normality, ability to listen and be non-judgemental in their PSAs. 

· Even when PSAs judged that an intervention had not worked well, most parents who commented were positive about the PSA's work.

PSAs
· The most common PSA activity was 1:1 work with parents and families, and they reported increasing workloads as more parents found out about their existence. 

· PSAs reported their role as being not just about education but as a broader developmental role supporting parents, children, and schools. 

· The extended schools agenda was reported to be having a positive impact on the tensions created when teachers saw the role of the school as primarily for children rather than parents. 

· There was large variation in the available funds and the operation of the budget-holding roles of PSAs. 

· PSAs spent 70-90% of their time in schools, but also made home visits. 

· PSAs made direct referrals to specialist services and continued to support parents after the referral. 

· PSAs were concerned that appropriate supervision and case management for the more complex social care issues were not always available. 

· PSAs provided a number of examples of their role's effectiveness, including high levels of parent satisfaction, word of mouth recommendations between parents, positive head teacher evaluations, and some effects on pupils' attendance.

Conclusions

PSAs appear to be having positive impacts, as reported by both PSAs and parents.  However, the investigation highlights a number of issues to be addressed by local authorities, PSAs, and DCSF going forward:

· PSAs must be supported to manage their growing workload 

· more male PSAs need to be appointed 

· PSAs should retain flexibility to respond to varied needs of parents, especially difficult to engage parents 

· the role of budget-holding PSAs should be clarified 

· PSAs need to have sufficient status within schools to be advocates for parents 

· PSAs should not be asked to support children rather than parents - their role as parent supporters or supporters of parents and their children should be clarified. 

· PSAs should increase attempts to engage fathers and male carers 

· clearer boundaries between information-sharing and confidentiality between professionals should be drawn 

· PSAs should have access to appropriate (private) facilities to meet with parents 

· an appropriate range of services for adults should be made available and known to PSAs so they refer parents at the appropriate time and avoid ‘holding' them for too long 

· PSAs should have access to appropriate training and supervision, especially in the areas of workload management, referrals, and ethical dilemmas.

Supporting parents in promoting early learning:  the evaluation of the early learning partnership project

In view of the recognition that the effects of economic disadvantage on youth achievement grow more difficult to offset as children get older, the Early Learning Parenting Project (ELPP) was established to facilitate early intervention and ran from October 2006 - March 2008. It was supported by the DCSF and worked with voluntary sector agencies to support parents of ‘at risk' children aged one to three in order to improve engagement with their children's learning.

The ELPP consisted of first, an implementation of projects by a consortium of voluntary sector agencies, led by the Family and Parenting Institute (FPI); second, evaluation of those projects; and third, the development of the parents' and children's workforce by the National Children's Bureau in order to increase awareness about parental involvement.

The aim of the evaluation was not to compare the success of the various approaches and methods used by the individual voluntary sector agencies, but to evaluate the processes and outcomes of the programmes at an organisational level to determine whether these interventions can change how parents support their children's learning.

The researchers therefore interviewed nine of the consortium agencies, examined the changes in 20 sites through staff interviews and rates of family take-up, and interviewed more than 100 parents and observed their interactions with their children at home.

Provided below is brief summary of the findings of the report which runs to nearly 200-pages.

Agencies' role in the ELPP initiative

· Agencies thought the consortium model was useful, but should have had greater emphasis on inter-agency collaboration at a strategic level. 

· Tensions between the Voluntary and Community Sector (VCS) and the statutory sector services were reported, and agency staff recommended that national government provide a stronger ‘steer' on VCS roles and more encouragement about how ELPP could be integrated with local authority plans after funding ended.

The impact of ELPP on the development of service provision within local authorities

· ELPP was not deeply networked into local authority systems, but there were some examples of ELPP services developing local inter-agency links to avoid leaving families without support after funding ceased. 

· Short-term funding created an unwillingness to engage with excluded families only to let them down when funding stopped.

Workforce development among practitioners who worked with parents and their children

· Practitioners valued the training they received and used it in their work, but the training broadened rather than enhanced their expertise. 

· Practitioners emphasised the importance of training prior to the implementation of programmes, rather than receiving training after programmes had started.

Parents as their children's first educators

· Parents saw many benefits to participation in ELPP, including improvements in their relationships as a result of their increased understanding of their role as their child's first educator, social engagement of the parent and regaining emotional health, practical help in coping with everyday activities, increased empathy towards their child, and new ideas and skills. 

· However, there was no improvement in challenging children's thinking or extending their language, and other studies have shown that parental learning and improved relationship do not necessarily lead to better child learning and outcomes. 

· Parents were already aware of their role as their child's educator, therefore increased understanding, not awareness, should be the goal in changing parenting behaviours. 

· Excluded families have varied needs, such as poor parenting skills, mental health problems, family relationships, providing intellectual challenges for children, or social isolation. Therefore, careful targeting of resources and services is required.

Conclusions

· Due to its short term nature, the study could not provide evidence that ELPP prevented learning delay or whether these interventions altered children's long term learning trajectories. 

· The findings question whether ELPP made any difference in parenting behaviours despite their enthusiasm about their role as educators. 

· ELPP did bring about valuable changes in the workplace and in practitioners' awareness and commitment to parent involvement.

Second great parenting experiment:  Effects of media-based delivery of parenting advice

Given the demonstrated benefits of parenting programmes and the low take-up by parents, this report evaluates whether parenting programmes transmitted via mass media can better reach parents and increase the impact of parenting interventions.  This short report's background and findings are summarised below.

After watching Driving Mum and Dad Mad, an ITV series following the journey of families with children with severe behavioural problems as they participated in Group Triple P (Positive Parenting Programme, which uses the media as part of a tiered continuum of parenting interventions), parents registered to take part in the "Great Parenting Experiment 2".  Parents were divided into two groups which participated either under ‘standard' viewing conditions (receiving additional written resources online), or ‘enhanced' conditions (receiving a range of web-based resources and personal email support). One hundred twenty-three parents completed the intervention: 73 in the standard condition and 50 in the enhanced condition.

Findings

· There was little difference in results between the two groups, but there were significant improvements for the sample as a whole, and these positive changes were maintained over the six-month follow-up period. 

· Positive changes included significant improvements in parent-reported child behaviour problems, parenting practice problems, parental conflict, parental anxiety and depression, and parental self-efficacy. 

· Clinical change analyses found that these changes substantially affected family functioning and were comparable to or greater than in other UK face-to-face trials. 

· The effects endured and strengthened over time, indicating that families receive significant, long-lasting benefits as a result of participating in the media-based universal parenting intervention.

Comment

The Survey of Parents in England 2008 is nationally representative and local authorities may find it useful for comparison purposes with any local intelligence they have gathered, especially regarding attitudes to school and school ‘choice'. It is notable that parents rarely cited a good Ofsted report as being a factor in their decision-making process about choosing a school for their child, although, as noted in the CSN briefing on Parental Involvement in Children's Education 2007 (see ‘related briefings'), 89% of parents knew "at least a little" about Ofsted, and 56% knew "a lot". It is not clear whether parents may nevertheless be unaware of Ofsted reports on schools, or do not find them especially helpful.

Debates about Academies and Trust schools appear to have passed many parents by, but this may simply reflect the fact that, for example, there are currently Academies in only around a third of local authority areas. An overwhelming majority of parents were unable to identify any reason why they would want to ask the local authority to establish a new school. This tends to reinforce the view that parents are more concerned with standards rather than structures, and the political parties need to note this when considering the scope for parents as ‘promoters' of schools.

Two of the three research reports indicate positive outcomes in their respective fields. Parent Support Advisers (PSAs) have been received well, but there are some suggestions for improvements, including those which could be made by local authorities. Media-based parenting advice has sometimes been disparaged but appears to be a useful part of a continuum of support. The third report, on the promotion of early learning, is more ambivalent.

Additional Information

Additional commentary was provided for this briefing by Phil Jones, Policy Analyst, CSN.

