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Parental involvement as multiple forms of citizenship - the school and parents project

Teresa Sarmento
Instituto de Estudos da Crianca da Universidade do Minho (Portugal)

Relations between school and community today are both legally defined and based on a socio-
pedagogical premise. Yet mutual collaboration has many obstacles, both from internal
elements in schools and from its community partners. With the objective of understanding the
reasons for such oppositions, as well as the virtues of cooperation, am action investigation
was developed, in which a group of trainers and teachers tried to promote the development of
context practices that support educational continuity between school and community. This is a
form of citizenship.

After an initial stage in which each trainer/teacher reflected on his/her own experience and the
benefits of a shared construction, their acquired knowledge (depending on the contexts where
they work) have been analysed and activated. In this process the presumption that different
social actors had autonomy has been very difficult.

This paper summarises the work of the project so far and discusses processes still being
developed. Three questions are proposed for discussion: How do practices that include
children’s rights as social actors and take their wishes/interests into consideration? How
deeply is parental involvement valued by parents themselves? How deeply are different
educational agents interested in overcoming constraints in order to develop/assert citizenship?

The School —Parents Project

The School-Parents Project results from a partnership between the IEC — Instituto de Estudos
da Crianca da Universidade do Minho (Child Studies Institute) and the ICE — Instituto das
Comunidades Educativas (Educational Communities Institute), and is being developed by a
group of pre-school teachers and first cycle teachers (formerly primary teachers). However
having attended the same training institutions, the two groups kept separate from one another
in the field, with no project articulation whatsoever, each blaming the other for this, but
considering nevertheless that their approach was essential not only for the development of the
children they are responsible for, but also for their professional performance in general.

The goals

The goals designed by the group are:

to promote partnership between the school and families;

to develop cooperative practices between teachers and parents;

to contribute to the definition of professional norms and standards, attitudes and values;
to guarantee educational continuity between the community and the school; and
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e to promote citizenship.

The pursuit of these objectives was achieved by reinforcing cooperation between the elements
of the group (each is assumed to be a resource to every other), in joint reflection on each
others’ projects, and in gaining awareness of the necessity of bringing together the internal
network of the group inside that which requires an urgent rooting in each school and between
schools.

Developing the project
In order to foster the objectives the following structuring activities were defined:

o reflective meetings every fortnight on organisation and management which influence and
promote new ways of thinking and acting

e cooperative intervention within each professional’s context on behalf of the team elements

e individual or collective development in the work contexts of each element of the team of

strategies, either through informal contact with the families or formally in terms of

syllabus development with widening participation

inter-schools activities

conferences

radio programmes

participation in school councils

organisation of seminars

participation in congresses, seminars, parents’ associations meetings

publication of a book entitled The School and Parents.

Trying to make it clearer, we may specify:

e intervention in context, under the influence of the base work-group, where each element
influences others in the school: the processes of construction, organisation and
participation are more important than the events themselves

e social abilities — the parents’ social abilities widen, thus helping the children to grow up

¢ allowing the work done in kindergartens and in schools to be seen

o fostering inter-generation relationships through the investment of the community in the
interactions between different generations

Benefits to each of the groups

This interaction work between parents, children and teachers brings benefits to each of the
groups. It gives the parents

the power to introduce changes into the school and in the community
innovative attitudes

new educational practices

greater responsibilities and commitment in partnership work.
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For the teachers:

¢ the construction of new ideas
e anew vision of the teaching profession
e greater communication between different school levels.

With this interaction, children gain:

greater perception of the support of the school’s organisation system
continuity of goals between parents and schools
enlargement of their opportunities of socialisation.

The development of the project has been very positive, but there have been difficulties. These

are

1.

Contradictory and complex perceptions by the families about the role of pre-school
educators and teachers (mainly and more evidently of the former), which cause tensions
and reactions for/ from the professionals in the development of a more inclusive
educational action.

Conflict between the school organisation and the family organisation in terms of the
distribution of time for the educational action.

An element of self-centred professional feelings and practices among the educators and
teachers which has made it difficult for them to act as citizens who actively contribute to
local development. An over-’scholarly’ vision of the educational process masks
possibilities for action which integrate/emancipate parental participation.

Lack of investment by the political powers of the autarchy in the establishment of action
partnerships in educational fields: they have limited themselves to the creation of material
and physical conditions (though not sufficient of even these in a large number of
situations).

Synthesis

We would like to highlight

the awareness of the importance of the organisation of teachers’ school networks in order
to be able to present themselves as open structures

the pertinence of having teachers and communities as voluntary protagonists participating
in local educational politics

the construction processes which make it easy to change from uniformity into diversity,
from submission into autonomy and from isolation into partnership

placing a high value on a school’s polyglot nature via the institutions of democracy and
citizenship, having as a principle that the relation with parents is established through the
pedagogic relation with pupils.
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Functionally the project is a form of citizenship, involving the community, fostering the
return to a pedagogical good sense with the search for a social equity increased by mental
health. We conclude that citizenship is a process of permanent construction undertaken in
multiple contexts, an individual and collective apprenticeship requiring partnerships.
Educational development can and must be, besides an intervention in the use and management
of techniques and resources, a process of people’s qualification and valuation towards the
(re)construction of their lives.
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