Report on Development of Family Learning

To: 

Bedlingtonshire Extended Schools Partnership

From:
‘Ears 2 U’, Trinity Youth Association

Background

Opportunities for families to learn together, is part of the core offer of Extended Services. Government guidance indicates that activities should be ‘non stigmatising’, easy for parents to engage with on their own terms and should offer support to parents and/ or signposting to other support and guidance services. Longer term aims for family learning programmes include building adult confidence about lifelong learning and assisting parents to progress on to formal education or training.

In addition, guidance also strongly recommends that Extended Services should develop a practical and robust partnership approach to delivery, particularly engaging existing local organisations to deliver packages of work which reflect their expertise.  
 Pupil Consultation
‘Ears 2 U’ is a team within Trinity Youth Association, funded by the Children’s Fund to support providers of children’s services in Northumberland to embed children’s participation into their services. Ears 2 U was commissioned to work with the Bedlingtonshire’s Extended School’s Co’ordinator to design and deliver a consultation process to First and Middle School pupils to uncover their needs and develop a picture of what they required from an Extended Service. Following this successful collaboration and a positive interest shown, particularly by First School pupils for participating in activities alongside their parents and siblings the team was asked to develop a draft programme for a pilot Family Learning Project.

Remit
The initial remit was to design a programme of activities which would run after school, on school premises, involving the following elements:

· Develop positive parenting through practical activities

· Engage parents and children to work together

· Promote life long learning

· Healthy Lifestyles

· Physical and mental activities

· Develop relationships between parents

· Draw parents into school who ‘hard to reach’

· Offer opportunities for parents and teaching staff to develop positive relationships

In addition, in discussion with Head Teachers: 

· Develop school as the hub of the community
· Be a platform for developing a full curriculum of informal education 
First Stage - The Launch
‘Family Nights’ was launched at Stead Lane First School, with publicity being sent out to all parents of Years 3 and 4. There was little interest.

The Extended School’s Co’odinator decided, building on the previous success of parent involvement in subject days, to re-launch during school hours. More publicity was sent out, re-branding ‘Family Nights’ as Christmas Family Fun and with the significant change that it would take place in the last hour of curriculum time. This time the response was huge!

Two sessions were held: one for parents and Carers (primarily grandparents with one or two Aunts and adult sisters) of Year 3 pupils and one for those of Year 4 pupils. 

The whole class participated on both occasions with non accompanied children working in groups with the families’ of their close friends. There were 3 workshops held within in the hour – which kept everyone on their toes and fully engaged! Groups  completed activities with their Workshop Leaders and then moved together on to the next Workshop Leader. 
A Christmas craft activity took place in the classroom, led by the class teacher; memory development training and games was led by the Extended Services Co’ordinator and Parent Support Worker and team building and physical games led by the Participation Worker. 

 A brief evaluation followed with the parents and Carers who all responded that they had enjoyed the sessions and would be interested in attending other sessions – depending on when they were held!

Second Stage
Following the Christmas break two further sessions were held to find out from interested families’, more specifically the kinds of activities they would like to participate in, uncover local barriers to family learning and enable parents to define the requirements which would enable it to happen.

Sessions were run immediately after school. Perhaps predictably, the numbers attending dropped. However there was still the steady interest of a dozen families, again drawn from Years 3 & 4. As it had always been intended for other children in the family to attend sessions, this amounted to 30 children and 12 to 15 parents – a sufficiently large enough group to proceed.

Local Requirements to make Family Learning Happen 
· Sessions should take place from 4.15 (allowing parents to collect First School children, go home and return with Middle School aged children.)

· Age range – 3 to 13 year olds. Parents were keen for younger siblings to be involved where possible or attend and be collectively looked after within the session space. Creche was not preferred.)

· School was the preferred sit for Family Learning.

· Off site activity (such as swimming) would require transport to be organised.

Preferred Activities for Family Learning Programme 
· Inevitably there were some activities which the children expressed and interest in but in which parents were reluctant to participate themselves (eg gymnastics.)

· There was an interest in a wide variety of activities; ranging from football to film making.
· Most interest shown in – a games club, football, baseball/ rounders, arts & crafts, self defence, cookery and modern dance.

Third Stage - ‘Family Nights’ becomes ‘Games & Laughs’
A pilot programme of 6 sessions was developed and run with families of Stead Lane First School. The information gathered in stages one and two and the relationships which had been built up families was invaluable in designing ‘the atmosphere’, as well as choosing ‘learning outcomes’ relevant to the group and individual members of the group and activities through which these would be best delivered and received.

‘Family Nights’ quickly became referred to by workers and the people attending as ‘Games and Laughs’. ‘Games’ were the main vehicle through which practical learning took place and ‘laughs’ referred to the atmosphere. Parents understood the remit of the programme but felt self conscious about what this might imply about their parenting skills and their relationship with education. The name ‘Games and Laughs’ emphasised the acceptable mantle that parents attended solely for the entertainment and enjoyment of their children and ‘had a laugh’ with the workers and other parents.

Sessions lasted 1.5 hours and developed a simple routine: juice and fruit snack, warm welcome from the workers & time for adults to catch up, full group ice breaker games, series of activities where parents and their children worked together, separately or as part of a small group, followed by full group end games and a brief evaluation.

The sessions were designed and delivered by the Ears 2 U team and were attended and supported by the Parent Support Partner and a Sure Start Family Learning Worker. Continuity of staff was important in developing trust between staff and parents, as was a high level of experience of the staff. Facilitating ‘Family Learning’ requires an unusual skills’ set – combining familiarity working with small children, teenagers and adults, participatively and significantly as equals. It required an ability to design and deliver a ‘structured’ programme of learning to meet ‘self’ and ‘professionally’ identified learning needs but in a way which put ‘fun’ first and was flexible and sensitive to participants’ changing moods levels of motivation etc. In addition, making the group dynamics work was an elaborate conjuring trick.  
One of the key parts of the rationale for Family Learning, enhancing relationships between teaching staff and parents proved less successful due to time constraints and other pressures on teaching staff who were unable to prioritise this work. However it was clear that there is a untapped potential for developing relationships through informal learning. Parents who attended the Christmas sessions were extremely positive and said that they had thoroughly enjoyed the workshops run by the teaching staff. 

The football sessions which followed the pilot also demonstrated the potential pastoral benefits to individual children which can develop from other children’s service providers being able to work with families informally, in and around the Family Learning sessions. 
Programme Outline :
   
Session 1 - Getting to know you/ team building
Session 2 - Team building/ Communication
Session 3 - Communication /Problem Solving
Session 4 -  Participation/ Negotiation
Session 5 -  Healthy Eating/ Building Self esteem
Session 6 – Building Self esteem/ Evaluation
Family Learning at Guide Post Middle School
It was agreed with the Head Teacher to introduce a programme of Family Learning, similar to that which was running at Stead Lane First School but with more challenging activities, reflecting core age of the children who would participate.  

It proved difficult to choose an evening which did not compete with other school activities, existing staff commitments and the large number of Bank Holiday Mondays which occur in the summer term. Thursday evening was eventually settled upon, although sessions would compete with the already very well attended ‘Fit School’ sessions. The Head Teacher felt that curriculum pressure did not make ‘in school time’ sessions appropriate. 
Publicity was circulated by the Head Teacher, followed by ‘verbal’ reminders to children. A small number of consents were returned but on the day only one pupil attended whose parent had been in school that afternoon, meeting with staff.  
The Head Teacher again circulated publicity and attempted to drum up support. However the second session was not attended. 

Although disappointing the outcome was no surprise. At the outset , staff were aware from the consultation exercise that there was significantly less interest from Middle School age pupils for attending activities alongside parents. A fall back position was discussed which involved Ears 2 U working in school time with ‘targeted’ young people on developing a social event which the young people would ‘put on’ for their parents and staff.

  Summary of Learning :

· Older children like to attend with younger siblings and often like to be given small responsibilities.

· Nursery or younger children find it difficult to stay engaged with the larger group but as parents like them to be there –offer separate provision within same session.

· A balance is needed between routine and introducing new activities.

· No one type of family learning session suits every family. Some parents said they’d prefer arts and crafts, others prefer sports, others exciting activities eg motorbike riding, others skills based eg first aid.

· When hard to reach families do participate it can put others off. Snobbery aside, some parents may have concerns about their child spending time with adults whose behaviour they wouldn’t want their children to copy or which is unsafe. There could also be a legitimate concern that children come to see each other’s parents as ‘safe’ adults when they may not be.

· Continuity – any break in the programme causes disruption with families unsure whether a session is or isn’t on. Even after a logical break for the school holidays, some families forget because their routine has been interrupted.

· Staff – need to be equally skilled at engaging both children and adults and also be able to work to a number of agendas: working for short term ‘wins’ and in the longer term, developing programme and group sustainability, mentoring potential volunteers etc

· Children like games sessions. There are few youth clubs, Brownie groups etc so there is clearly a gap waiting to be filled.

· It should be more than just fun: it must be a ‘good laugh’. This creates its own energy and parents feel they too are getting something out of it.

· Be careful not to tax the parents too much. Some parents have little confidence and can become anxious when they find activities difficult or cannot readily work out the answers to puzzles or cognitive dilemmas.

· It’s difficult to reconcile the different levels of knowledge & skill of parents and their children to enable both to fully participate in the activity and both to ‘learn’.  

· Parents don’t necessarily want to learn the same things as their children but will put up with an activity they aren’t particularly interested in. The same does not apply to the children!
· First school pupils and their families are more enthusiastic to participate than those of Middle school age.

· Sessions need to be at times to accommodate other members of the family ie older/ younger brothers and sisters. Straight after school can be difficult as parents need to collect children attending other schools. Parents felt that after 5/ 6 would interfere with meal times & motivation to return to come back to after going home would be low. After 7 interferes with bedtimes for younger children.

· It was difficult for even highly supportive parents to attend if they worked full time. One mother used flexi time for a few weeks but this was not sustainable.

· Venues - parents preferred the school as a venue of which they and their children were familiar, was very local and safe. Further afield venues would be satisfactory for specialist activities like swimming but transport needs to be provided.

· Children of different ages and their parents have different learning style preferences. 

· A good standard of parental literacy cannot be guaranteed. 

· Some parents when asked to work with their children co’operatively will take over and marginalise their children’s input. Some will become so task orientated that they forget about their children entirely. A good staff to family ratio is needed so staff can help families get back on track.

· There has been little evidence so far that families are motivated to attend ‘to learn together’. There has been little evidence that parents see how this benefits their children. 

· Family learning is based on the irony that those parents who have most to learn about parenting do not have the insight to see it; those who have least to learn are the most motivated to learn.

