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EVALUATION OF A HOME-SCHOOL-COMMUNITY LIAISON
SCHEME IN IRISH ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS
Sandra Ryan, Ph. D.

Western Michigan University, 1996

This dissertation describes an evaluation of a Home-School-Community
Liaison scheme in Irish elementary schools. The scheme represented an effort to
combat educational failure in areas suffering from social and economic disadvantage
associated with poor quality housing, high levels of unemployment, dependence on
state aid, and crime. The central aim of the scheme was to increase parents’
involvement in their children’s education. The evaluation study examined how
programs in the scheme were constructed and implemented over a three-year period
and monitored specified outcomes of program activity. Methodology included
questionnaires, interviews, site visits and observations, and standardized achievement
testing.

The scheme generated considerable activity in schools and homes. Meeting
places and courses for parents were provided in schools and homes were visited.
Most activities were directed towards mothers, and, in particular, towards their self-
development. There was less evidence of efforts to develop skills of interaction with

children that might impact directly on children’s educational development.
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The community-based aspect of the scheme, which emphasized the role of
many agenci'es, besides the family, and the importance of partnership with a wide
variety of formal and informai social systems, received iess attention.

The relationships between mothers' characteristics and pupils’ achievements in
math and reading at grades I, 3, and 5 were examined. Relationships between some
status variables and achievement were positive, though moderate (ranging from .22 to
.36). A number of supportive home environment variables were also significantly
related to achievement, though no clear patterns were identified. Occupational
aspirations and expectations of mothers for their children were related to their
children’s school achievements at some grade levels. Mothers’ educational aspirations
and expectations, and their performance aspirations and expectations, were
significantly related to children’s achievements only at grade 5.

A supportive school environment scale was not significantly related to pupils’
achievements at any grade level.

The dissertation concludes with a meta-evaluation that found that the

evaluation addressed all of the Joint Committee Program Evaluation Standards.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

This dissertation describes an evaluation carried out by the candidate of a
program in Irish elementary schools which was designed to increase parents’
involvement in their children's education in disadvantaged neighborhoods. The Home-
School-Community Liaison (HSCL) program was prompted by the apparent failure of
the educational system to meet the needs of a growing number of young people, a
problem that has been a cause of concern among researchers and policy makers for
over thirty years. Numerous interventions, many of them school-based, have
addressed the problems of disadvantaged students, often with limited success. More
recently, the emphasis of such interventions in many countries, as in Ireland, has
increasingly been placed on the role of parents (see Goldring, 1991; Johnson, 1991;

Slavenburg, 1991; Wallace & Walberg, 1991).
Problem Investigated

In Ireland, for more than twenty years, additional funding has been provided to
schools in areas designated as disadvantaged. Based on this experience, a decision
was made in 1990 by the government's Department of Education to increase resources

for improving home-school relations by deploying school-based personnel who would
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work to increase parental involvement in their children's learning. Thus, the pilot
Home-School-Community Liaison (HSCL) scheme came into being. In response to
the need of the Department of Education for information about the implementation of
the HSCL scheme and for evidence of its effectiveness, it was decided by the

Department that an evaluation of the scheme would be carried out.

Context of the Investigation

Schools selected for inclusion in the scheme were all situated in areas that were
classified as disadvantaged and characterized by high levels of unemployment (up to 80%
in some areas), poor quality accommodation, high levels of dependence on state aid, and
high incidence of crime, including drug-related offences. During the first year of the
scheme, 56 schools were involved and the scheme was extended to include a further 24

schools during its second year. Thus, a total of 80 schools was included in the evaluation.

Study Objectives and Questions

The major purposes of the evaluation of the HSCL scheme were as follows: (a)
to examine how the HSCL scheme was constructed and implemented (in each school);
and (b) to monitor specified outcomes of HSCL activity.

At the outset, baseline information on the policy and practice of schools in relation
to parental involvement prior to the introduction of the HSCL scheme was collected. The

issues addressed related mainly to school-parent communication and parent involvement
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in the school. During the second year, measures of pupils' achievements were obtained
to serve as baseline data for later study of the impact of HSCL programs on pupils.

Issues addressed regarding implementation of the HSCL scheme included the
following: coordinator contacts and communication (with parents, teachers, school
principal, pupils, community agencies and individuals); parent involvement activities (in
the school and in the community); and home visits.

In relation to the integration of the HSCL scheme into school practice, various
stakeholders at school level (i.e., program coordinators, principals, teachers, parents, and
pupils) were asked about their knowledge and perceptions of the HSCL program in their
school, its advantages and difficulties, the extent of their involvement, their attitudes to
and perceptions of parent involvement, and perceived effects.

At the end of the first year of the scheme, a sample of mothers was also
interviewed about their perceptions of school and of their children's scholastic
performance. Information was gathered about their home background (including status
and process indicators), their familiarity with and involvement in the school, their
knowledge about the HSCL program, and, where relevant, the nature and extent of their

involvement in HSCL activities.

Study Approach

The evaluation had both formative and summative functions. Feedback was

provided directly on a regular basis to members of a National Steering Committee
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comprised of representatives of the various stakeholders (i.e., school managers, teachers,
parents, and relevant government departments), whose task was to advise on all aspects
of scheme development and implementation.

The methodology for the evaluation included questionnaires, interviews, site visits
and observations, and standardized achievement testing. Since data were qualitative and

quantitative, analysis techniques included both content and statistical analysis.

Overview of Ensuing Chapters

A review of literature related to disadvantage and the home is provided in Chapter
II. Aspects covered include home background and scholastic performance; Irish
educational policy and student achievement and participation; disadvantage; parent
involvement; intervention programs for parents; and educational strategies to deal with
disadvantage in Ireland.

Chapter III contains a description of the HSCL scheme, including its aims and
principles, the structures through which it was organized, and an overview of participating
schools.

In Chapter IV, an overview of the evaluation is provided along with detailed
descriptions of the evaluation methods and issues addressed.

Chapter V contains a description of the policy and practice of schools in relation

to parental involvement prior to the introduction of the HSCL sckeme.
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Chapters VI and VII deal with program implementation. In Chapter VI, strategies
that were used to involve parents are outlined, school-based activities for parents are
described, and patterns of parent involvement throughout the three years of the evaluation
are examined. Community-based aspects of the scheme are described in Chapter VII,
which contains descriptions of coordinators' visits to homes, issues related to Local
Committees, and coordinators' work in the community.

Chapter VIII contains a description of the impacts of HSCL programs in schools.
Impacts on schools, teachers, pupils, and parents are examined.

Chapter X is a description of an interview of a sample of pupils’ mothers. Data
on family demographics, attitudes, practices, and knowledge related to education in
general, to their child’s schooling, and to the HSCL program are presented.

In Chapter X, a description of the reading and mathematics achievements of pupils
in first, third, and fifth grades is provided, and the relationships between these
achievements and mothers' characteristics are examined.

Chapter XI contains the recommendations and conclusions of the evaluation of
the HSCL scheme.

A metaevaluation of the evaluation study is contained in Chapter XII. An
assessment of the extent to which the evaluation addressed and met each of the standards
for program evaluations (Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation,
1994) is provided.

A summary of the study is provided in Chapter X1II.
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CHAPTER II
DISADVANTAGE AND THE HOME
Home Background and Scholastic Perforrnance

The relationship between home background factors and educational
achievement has long been the subject of empirical enquiry. Binet in his pioneering
work on intelligence testing at the turn of the century noted a positive relationship
between test performance and the occupation of children's parents. Relationships
between social class or socioeconomic status (SES) and children's performance have
since been documented in numerous studies (see White, 1982), including studies
carried out in Ireland. However, there is much variation in the strength of the relation
that is documented in published literature with reported correlations between SES and
various measures of academic achievement ranéfng from .10 to .80 (White, 1982).

Using meta-analysis techniques for integrating research findings, White (1982)
examined the magnitude of the relation between SES and academic achievement and
investigated factors that contributed to differences in reported correlations between
the two variables. He identified three problems that have led to the difficulty of

interpreting the strength of the relation between SES and academic achievement. The
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first problem relates to the way in which SES is defined. In reviewing 142 studies,
White found that over 70 different variables were used (either separately or in some
combination) as measures of SES. These included what would be considered to be
traditional SES indicators (e.g., occupation, level of education, family income,
dwelling quality) as well as indicators that include measures of home atmosphere or
home processes (e.g., academic guidance in the home, work habits, parents’ attitude to
education, parents' aspirations for their children, quality of language used in the home).
Other variables included miscellaneous variables such as family size, population
density, ethnicity, and mobility.

The results of White's meta-analysis indicate that measures of home
atmosphere are much more strongly related to academic achievement than any single
or combined group of traditional SES indicators. The results of an Irish study that
examined the relationship between home processes and reading (Morgan, Shiel,
Hickey, Forde & Murtagh, 1995) provide additional support for this finding. While
status indicators of SES (i.e., level of education, home ownership, entitlement to state
support for medical expenses) provided a moderate prediction of reading performance,
the addition of process variables at least doubled the amount of variance accounted for
in the various domains of children’s literacy that were assessed. Morgan et al. also
found that the significant process predictors had relevance to broad dimensions of
children's lives. Variables that measured general attitudes and beliefs were not
significant in the regression analysis, whereas variables that were associated

specifically with the child were found to be linked with achievement.
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A second problem in interpreting the results of research on the relation
between SES and academic achievement is the fact that the use of aggregated units of
analysis in the computation of correlation coefficients resuits in higher values than for
those computed using individuals as the unit of analysis. In his meta-analysis, White
(1982) found this to be the case with the mean correlation between SES (based on
measures of income, education, and/or occupation of household heads) and academic
achievement increasing from .22 for individual (pupil) units of analysis to .73 for
aggregated (school or district) units of analysis.

A third problem is related to the way in which results of studies are frequently
reported. Given a large sample size, a factor that may only be slightly related to the
dependent variable can show highly significant analysis of variance main effects.
Results that are reported as correlation coefficients are less likely to be misleading in
terms of the extent of the relationship (White, 1982).

Another issue that emerges from an exarnination of studies of the relation
between home variables and scholastic behavior is the extent to which home factors
are related to different aspects of behavior. In a study conducted with a sample of 8-
year-old children living in a disadvantaged area in central Dublin, Kellaghan (1977a)
examined the degree to which home factors, as measured by Dave's (1963)
environmental process variables, were differentially related to measures of intelligence
(both fluid and crystallized) and to measures of school achievement. He found that
home factors were more closely related to two measures of crystallized intelligence (as

measured by the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale and the Cattell Non-culture Fair
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Intelligence Scale) than to fluid intelligence (measured by the Cattell Culture-Fair
Scale). In addition, home environment measures correlated more highly with measures
of scholastic achievement (English reading, Irish reading, and mechanical arithmetic)
than with the intelligence measures. Despite restrictions in the variance in home
environment, a combination of two home factors predicted 40% of the variance in
scores in English reading and 30% of the variance in Irish reading scores.

Another area of research that is relevant to any discussion of home background
and scholastic performance is that of family configuration. Such studies typically look
at the relation between characteristics of family structures (family size, sex and spacing
of children, and ordinal birth position) (Kellaghan, 1994).

The negative relationship between family size and educational abilities,
achievements, and attainments has been documented in numerous studies. So also has
the effect of increased spacing between siblings as contributing to a reduction in the
negative relationship between large family size and scholastic performance.
Furthermore, the effects of such family configuration variables appear to be greater in
homes classified as lower social groups (as identified by fathers' occupational level)
than in higher social group homes. Studies of the relationship between birth order and
scholastic performance have not been quite so conclusive in their findings, with
inconsistencies in resuits when the number of siblings is held constant (Kellaghan,
1994).

In a study of family correlates of verbal reasoning ability that was conducted

with 11-year-old Irish children, Kellaghan and Macnamara (1972) examined the
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10
relationship between verbal reasoning ability and social class, family size, sex, and

ordinal position in the family. The simple regression coefficients yielded by the study
were similar to those found in other studies and revealed a decrease in verbal
reasoning ability (as measured on a standardized test of general verbal intelligence) as
family size increased. Furthermore, there was also a direct relationship between lower
verbal reasoning ability and lower social status. The finding on ordinal position was
that it did in fact contribute significantly to regression when family size was held
constant.

As well as being related to achievement, students' home background is also
related to participation in education--the length of time students remain in the
educational system and, when curricula are differentiated, the type of curriculum which
students will follow, with children from higher socio-economic backgrounds being
more likely to follow academic-type curricula than those from low socioeconomic
backgrounds (Greaney & Kellaghan, 1984).

A study of trends in Irish education and of the use of human and material
resources in the educational system (Investment in education, 1965) identified notable
differences in the rates of participation in full-time education (after the period of
compulsory education) of children from different social backgrounds. Children of
parents whose occupations were categorized as professional {e.g., employers and
managers, senior salaried employees) as well as those whose parents belonged to the
category of intermediate non-manual workers (e.g., clerks, shop assistants, police)

were more likely to stay on at school after the period of compulsory education than
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children of parents in the occupational categories of other non-manual workers (e.g.,
bus or lorry drivers, conductors, postmen, caretakers, waiters, railway porters), skilled
manual workers (e.g., eleciricians, carpeniers, foremen), or semi-skilied and unskilied
manual workers (e.g., agricultural laborers, builders' laborers, turf workers). The
discrepancy in the participation rates was also found to become more pronounced as
the age of children and the level of education increased.

A more recent comparison of the 1980 rates of participation in third-level

education with those reported in the Investment in Education report in the 1960s

indicates that there are still large discrepancies in the representation of the social-class
groups in third-level education (Kellaghan, 1988). However, while students from
professional and intermediate non-manual backgrounds remain over-represented
compared to those from lower socio-economic backgrounds (and this is particularly
the case in the university rather than the non-university sector), there is some evidence
of a slight move towards more equal participation rates.

In summary, three major findings emerge from an examination of the literature
on home background and scholastic performance. First, level of social class or
socioeconomic status is positively but not very strongly related to a variety of
measures of scholastic ability and achievement. Second, the level of social class or
socioeconomic status of a child's family is related to the length of time a child stays at
school. And third, when curriculum options are available, there is a marked tendency
for children from higher socioeconomic backgrounds to follow academic-type

curricula which lead to third-level education, while children from low socioeconomic
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backgrounds tend to enrol in technical, vocational, “short-cycle,” or general

educational courses (Kellaghan, 1994).
Irish Educational Policy and Student Achievement and Participation

Over the past three decades, the interest of many investigators and policy
makers has focused on those students who come from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds and perform poorly at school. Interest and concem developed for at
least two reasons. First, the relatively poor performance in the educational system of
children from certain socioeconomic backgrounds was seen as a failure to provide
equality of educational opportunity, a principle to which most industrialized countries,
including Ireland, subscribe today (see Greaney & Kellaghan, 1984; Ireland, 1992,
1995). A second reason for the interest in and concern for low achievers was that
their achievement was not just relatively poorer than that of higher performing
students but was absolutely poor. Many left school with very limited skills and went
on to a life of dependency on state aid, unemployment, and sometimes crime. While
these factors should not be related to low achievement in a simplistic way, there can be
little doubt that a low level of scholastic achievement places students at an enormous
disadvantage in the labor market. Students who do not take any public examinations
are much more likely to be unemployed than students who are more successful in the
educational system (Ireland: Department of Labour, 1991). So also are students who
perform poorly on such examinations (Hannan, 1992). This topic is treated in greater

detail in the section on disadvantage in this chapter.
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Up until the 1960s, the Irish government's Department of Education played a
relatively passive role in overall planning in education and in the development of
educational policy. However, this tendency changed during the 1960s when the
central government adopted a much more active role in educational planning. The
reason for this is not clear and is thought to have resulted mainly from changing
economic and social conditions within the country as well as international influences
(Greaney & Kellaghan, 1984).

The change in the Department of Education role may be due, at least in part, to
the publication by the Department of Finance in 1958 of a study of economic
development which formed the basis of its first government program on economic
expansion. However, it was not until the government published its Second
programme for economic expansion in 1964 that particular attention was paid to the
role of education in economic development. In the program, the belief was expressed
that expenditure on education is “an investment in the fuller use of the country's
primary resource - its people - which can be expected to yield increasing returns in
terms of economic progress” (Ireland, 1964, p.193). The belief was also expressed
that improved and extended educational facilities would help “to equalize
opportunities by enabling an increasing proportion of the community to develop their
potentialities and raise their personal standards of living” (p.193). Thus, economic and
social factors can be seen as motivating the increased government interest in

education.
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14
One of the first policy statements in which there were specific references to

equality of opportunity was made by the Minister for Education, Dr Patrick Hillery, in
May 1963. Dr Hillery also made some specific proposais towards the achievement of
equality of opportunity by proposing the establishment of comprehensive schools and
Regional Technical Colleges and for the introduction of a common Intermediate
Certificate public examination (which would be administered at the end of the first
three years of post-primary education, or junior cycle) and a technical Leaving
Certificate public examination (to be administered at the end of post-primary
education). The intentions of these changes were that, through the provision of a
wider range of subjects at second level, and through the extension of third-level
education outside of the university sector, the needs of a larger number of students
would be provided for.

Other general reforms introduced at the time were the provision of government
funds for capital expenditure on secondary schools in 1964; an increase in the number
of scholarships available for students in 1965 which was superseded in 1967 by the
provision of free second-level education and free transport to school in 1967,
assistance towards the cost of books and accessories for needy students in 1966; and
the raising of the school-leaving age from 14 to 15 years in 1972.

While most of the reforms were aimed at second level, other reforms that were
introduced included the amalgamation of small schools at first level and, at third level,

the expansion of the number of places available, the establishment of a Higher
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Education Authority and, the promotion of technical and technological education

(Greaney & Kellaghan, 1984).

Three decades later the Irish government still maintains the principle of
equality as one of the fundamental principles of the education system: “the State's
concern is with a number of key considerations which should underpin the formulation
and evaluation of educational policy and practice - principally, the promotion of
quality, equality, pluralism, partnership and accountability” (Ireland, 1995, p.4).

Moreover, the emphasis on economic and social factors, as first seen in the
1960s, appears to have become a more central focus of recent overall educational
policy.

The State's role in education arises as part of its overall concern to achieve

economic prosperity, social well-being and a good quality of life within a

democratically structured society. . . . Education is a right for each

individual and a means to enhancing well-being and quality of life for the
whole society. . . . The development of the education and skills of people

is as important a source of wealth as the accumulation of more traditional

forms of capital (Ireland, 1995, pp.5-6).

In relation to the principle of equality, the recent White Paper on Education
contains a firm commitment to ensure that where “participation and achievement in the
education system are impeded by physical, mental, economic or social factors, the
State should seek to eliminate or compensate for the sources and consequences of
educational disadvantage” (Ireland, 1995, p.8).

However, while in principle, support for the elimination of, or compensation

for, disadvantage as outlined in the White Paper seems clear, one of the criticisms of

the Paper has been in regard to the omission of costings of the resources that will be
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required to implement the plans and recommendations contained therein * the most

serious gap in the White Paper is the failure to provide any costings or to make any
specific commitments on future spending to fund the developments proposed” (Cullen,
1995, p.8). Until such financial implications are considered, it is impossible to

estimate the extent to which the plans are realistic or attainable.

Disadvantage

It is clear that much government policy has been concerned with the levels of
achievement and of participation of students who come from homes of low socio-
economic status. In Ireland, as in the United States, various terms such as
“educationally disadvantaged,” “marginalized,” and “at risk” have been used to
describe the combination of low socio-economic status and low scholastic achievement
in students. The terms have been defined in various ways but the ones that seem most
relevant in an educational context imply a discontinuity between children's homes and
community experiences and the demands of schooling. An early definition regarded
students as being disadvantaged if, because of sociocultural reasons, they entered the
school system with knowledge, skills, and attitudes that make adjustment difficult and
impede learning (Passow, 1970). In more recent thinking it has been recognized that
the knowledge, skills, and attitudes that children bring with them to school reflect the
demands of their environments and should not be judged as being inferior to those

required in school.
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In the United States, disadvantaged children are likely to belong to a
racial/ethnic minority group, to live in a poverty household with a single parent, to
have a poorly educated mother, and to speak a home language that differs from that
used in school (Pallas, Natriello, & McDill, 1989). It is obvious that these criteria do
not all apply in the Irish situation. Further, while it may be important to develop
indicators for use in Ireland to help identify families, students, or areas that are likely
to be disadvantaged, one should bear in mind that the presence of an indicator does
not necessarily imply disadvantage and perhaps of even greater importance, that an
indicator is not the cause of disadvantage.

While ethnic minority or language minority groups do not exist on the same
scale in Ireland as in many other countries, at the same time, there can be little doubt
that there are serious problems of disadvantage in the country. The Investment in
Education (1965) report, as discussed earlier, drew attention to problems of inequality
in the system though it did not specifically deal with the problem of disadvantage.
Since the report was published, several studies have documented the particular
problems of children living in disadvantaged areas (Holland, 1979; Kellaghan, 1977b).
These are described in the section on educational strategies to deal with disadvantage
in Ireland.

The early school drop-out and poor labor-market prospects of students from
disadvantaged backgrounds have also been the subject of several studies conducted in
Ireland (Breen, 1991; Hannan, 1992; Hannan & Shortall, 1991). In an analysis of the

workings of the Irish youth labor market, Breen (1991) examined the relationship
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between the educational qualifications of a cohort of young people and their

employment experiences during the first five and a half years after they had left post-
primary education. A series of three interviews was conducted with a sample
(n=1,100) of 1981-82 school leavers who did not enter third-level education when
they left school. The young people were initially interviewed approximately one year
after they had left school (May/June 1983). They were interviewed a second time
approximately 1.5 years later (November 1984). The final interview was conducted in
December 1987 or January 1988 about 5.5 years after respondents had left post-
primary education.

During the first interview, data were collected regarding the educational
qualifications and current economic status of respondents and their parents'
occupation. In subsequent interviews, respondents gave details of each job, training
program, period of unemployment, or period out of the labor force that they had
experienced since leaving school.

Breen found a positive relationship between the employment rates and the
educational qualifications (i.e., highest level of examination taken, if any) of the young
people interviewed, while rates of unemployment were negatively related to
educational qualifications. Furthermore, over time, the differences in unemployment
rates for those with different levels of educational qualifications widened, with
unqualified school leavers falling further behind their more qualified peers. In fact, it
emerged that the initial two to three years were of crucial importance in influencing

young people's long-term position in the labor market.
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In examining the effects of training on employment prospects, Breen found

that, not only were there no significant long-term effects, but that many of those who
seemed most in need of such intervention (e.g., unqualified female school leavers)
were unlikely to receive it. Breen concluded that although there is a need to provide
post-school training and temporary employment schemes, such schemes in isolation
would prove inadequate in addressing the problems of unqualified school leavers in the
labor market. He suggested that since “the causes of early school leaving are to be
found not only in the educational system (at both post-primary and primary levels) but
also in the pre-school environment and in the complex inter-relationships between
family, community and school” (p.4), some alternative intervention should be made “at
an early age, built around the development of stronger links between school, home and
the community” (p.84).

Using data from the same sources as those outlined above, in addition to data
from a further subsample of all third-level entrants from the same cohort, Hannan and
Shortall (1991) conducted a study of school leavers' assessments of the adequacy of
their education and effectiveness of the second-level school system in meeting both its
own stated objectives and the objectives of the respondents. School leavers attributed
highest priority to “basic education” (i.e., basic literacy and numeracy skills) and to
intellectual and cognitive development. Rated as being almost equally important were
preparation for work and for adult roles, as well as personal and social development.

The satisfaction ratings for various aspects of educational preparation ranged

from high to very high for provision for basic education and general cognitive
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development to moderate to low satisfaction for most other aspects. In general,
school leavers with the highest levels of education were most satisfied with the
education they had received, while those who had left school without any
qualifications (typically from disadvantaged backgrounds) were particularly dissatisfied
with even their basic education. Furthermore, the single socio-economic background
factor that was directly related to levels of dissatisfaction with all dimensions of
educational provision was unemployment.

An important finding of the Hannan & Shortall (1991) study, and one that is
particularly relevant in the context of this discussion, was the identification of “a
particularly socially vulnerable and educationally disadvantaged group” which, though
not very large by European levels (10 to 12% of the total school-leaving cohort), has
“become increasingly concentrated over the past decade” (p.207). In fact,

the early institutional exclusion of the poor educational attainers has had

a very serious overall alienating effect on them which appears to be

permanent - they are the least likely of all educational levels to volunteer

for further education or training courses, even where such courses appear

to be necessary and feasible - and even when they themselves believe this

to be so (p.197).

Among the policy recommendations made by Hannan and Shortall was that aimed at

the reduction of failure rates and pupil alienation, namely home-school liaison, coupled

with the development of programs for second-chance education.
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Parent Involvement

Following the major Head Start intervention in the United States in the 1960s,
and the initially disappointing reports of its effects, many projects have set out to
accord a greater role to parents in intervention efforts (see Comer, 1980; Davies,
1991; Epstein, 1987; Fine, 1989; Swap, 1990). When given such a role, parental
involvement was considered to have made an important contribution to the success of
programs (Lazar & Darlington, 1982). In Britain also, parental involvement has been
found to be associated with improved pupil achievement (Athey, 1990). Reflecting
these findings, many parent involvement programs in many countries today are seen as
representing a substantial public commitment to the provision of educational
opportunity for disenfranchised populations (Powell, 1988).

As in other social programs, two major approaches can be detected in ones
which focus on family intervention. One approach is cognitive-behavioral in its
orientation and seeks to enhance personal skills, knowledge, and teaching and learning
skills. Programs following this orientation may be directed towards parents or
towards children. When directed towards parents, they seek o increase their
sensitivity to the importance of their role in the educational process, promote their
acceptance of the perceived benefits of formal education, develop skills for interacting
with their children in ways that would promote the children's educational development,
or provide opportunity for self-development. Programs attempting to achieve any of

these things may also work to change social norms in the interest of supporting and
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maintaining behavior change related to education. Programs when focused more

directly on children provide activities and opportunities for developing skills,
knowliedge, attitudes, and affects related to schoiastic behaviour.

The alternative approach to the cognitive-behavioural one is community-based.
Among the objectives of programs following the community-based approach are the
establishment and strengthening of social networks to effect change in attitudes to
education and in the conditions which support children's scholastic efforts; the
empowerment of community members by facilitating the development of their skills,
knowledge, and motivation; the organization of communities to address and deal with
their own problems; and the improvement of the availability of, and access to,
community resources and services. Such programs are more likely to be focused on
parents than on their children though one could also envisage programs directed
towards the mobilization of peer groups to support scholastic development,
particularly during the period of adolescence.

Many programs, of course, do not fit neatly into either the cognitive-
behavioural or community-based category since they attempt to provide a
comprehensive range of services for families and children. There are two reasons for
developing comprehensive programs. First, although there is evidence that would
appear to support the idea that cognitive-behavioural programs that focus resources
close to the teaching-learning situation are likely to be more effective, at least in the
short run, in affecting the scholastic achievement of children (Wang, Haertel &

Walberg, 1993), the evidence is not sufficiently conclusive to indicate that resources

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



should be limited to such activities. And second, the needs of children and families are
often so widespread that it does not seem feasible to concentrate efforts in only one
area, while ignoring other needs. For exampie, many programs for the disadvantaged
in other countries find it necessary to assist families in nutrition, health care, and child-
rearing practices before commencing, or in conjunction with, activities focused on
parent behaviors that are more directly related to the development and reinforcement

of their children's cognitive or scholastic skills.
Intervention Programs for Parents

In light of the relationship between home background and children’s school
performance, many attempts to deal with problems arising from disadvantage have
focused on the development of closer ties between homes and schools. If children are
likely to suffer in their school learning as a result of discontinuities between home and
school, it would seem to make sense to promote home-school collaboration to achieve
the shared objective of homes and schools in fostering children's development.

The development of closer ties between homes and schools has taken a variety
of forms (see Bastiani, 1989; Comer, 1988; Levin, 1987; Macbeth, 1989; Slavin, 1989;
Wallace & Walberg, 1991). Evaluations of these efforts indicate that helping parents
become stronger partners in their children's learning can have a significant positive
impact on parents themselves as well as on children’s cognitive development, school
performance, and social functioning (Kellaghan, Sloane, Alvarez, & Bloom, 1993). It

was findings such as these, as well as other considerations that point to the key role of
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indicated that the adequate development of home-school-community relationships

would require a teacher who would be assigned responsibility for this work. Schools’
views of the nature of the home-school relationship indicated that the greatest
perceived need was for parent education. There was less appreciation of the
contribution which parents could make to their children's education or of the
possibility that schools also might need to change. Schools, however, did express a
wish to receive guidelines for their practice in the development of home-school-
community relationships.

Apart from mainstream developments, a number of small-scale projects have
aiso been carried out to help cope with problems arising from living in an area
considered to be disadvantaged. In 1969, a preschool for three- to five-year-old
children was established (Holland, 1979; Kellaghan, 1977b). What became known as
the “Rutland Street Project,” taking its title from the location of the preschool in a
disadvantaged area in Dublin's inner city, was the first Department of Education
initiative to address the problems of disadvantage through intervention with preschool
children.

The area in which the Rutland Street Project was located was characterized by
high rates of poverty and unemployment with many children also belonging to families
in which difficulties such as ill-health, poor accommodation, alcoholism. or inadequate
household management skills were a feature of daily life. However, it was also a
notable feature of the parents in the area that they frequently made great sacrifices,

often beyond their means, to provide for the needs of their children. While these
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parents were deemed to “show as much concern for their children as parents in any

other social group” (Kellaghan, 1977b, p.32), it was also judged that many appeared
“ili-equipped to cater for the cognitive needs of their chiidren” (p.32). Furthermore, in
a survey of the educational performance of children attending elementary schools in
the area, children (aged 9 to 13 years) performed very poorly on tests of intelligence,
word recognition, and arithmetic (McGee, 1970, cited in Kellaghan, 1977b).

The preschool curriculum focused mainly on cognitive-scholastic objectives
with the central objective of developing skills (e.g., perceptual discrimination,
organization of knowledge, language) that would help the children to adapt to the
subsequent work of the elementary school. Assisting the general social and
personality development of the child was also a general objective of the curriculum and
pervaded every aspect of the work.

Over a two-year period, groups of 15 children (aged 3 and 4 years) attended
the preschool for either a morning or afternoon session of two and a half hours, under
the supervision of a teacher and a classroom aide. A cooked meal was provided in the
middle of the day, an aspect of the program that was unique in the school system and
that proved to be an ideal forum for language and social training. Another feature of
the program was the appointment of three social workers to work with families and to
increase their awareness of the aims and functions of the school. A nursery nurse was
also appointed to cater for children's physical needs.

An aspect of the project that was considéred to be central to its success was

the parent involvement component. Prior to each child's enrolment, teachers visited
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homes and met mothers and other family members. During parent-teacher meetings
that were held in the evenings, the importance of their involvement in their children's
educational progress was emphasized and the educational program was explained in
detail.

Children (particularly those whose initial achievements were low) made good
progress in acquiring school-related knowledge and skills and in their ability to
respond to verbal communication, their vocabulary, and their knowledge of numerical
concepts. Hc_)wever, initial gains after two years of project participation were followed
by a decline over the next three years so that mean IQ at age eight was about the same
as children's score on entering thé program (Kellaghan, 1977b). This finding is in
keeping with findings from similar studies of the effects of early intervention programs
in the United States. However, project participants did outperform children in a
control group who had not been part of the program.

While in their early years in elementary school, the children failed to keep pace
with the achievements of children in the general population, a follow-up study of the
later educational careers, labor-market experiences, leisure activities, and social
deviance of preschool program participants indicated that they, compared to non-
participants from the same geographical area, stayed longer at school and were more
likely to take a public examination. This was particularly true of girls (Kellaghan &
Greaney, 1993).

Given the context of the present study, perhaps the most notable finding of the

Rutland Street project related to the home environments of project children. After
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intervention, the homes of these children received higher ratings on quality of
language, opportunities for language development, guidance with school work, and
the availability and use of facilities and materiais related to school learning than the
homes of children in the control group (Kellaghan, 1977b). Furthermore, parents
expressed high levels of satisfaction with the preschool and identified similar positive
attitudes among their children. A number of parents also reported several changes in
their interactions with their children, notably that they read to their children on a more
regular basis, that they had increased in the extent of verbal communication with their
children, and that a small number of parents had learned new ways of teaching their
children.

Another finding of the Rutland Street study was that, as would be expected
within any group of children, the scholastic performance of the pupils varied widely
(Kellaghan, 1977b). In considering problems of disadvantage, it is important to be
mindful that, not only is there variance in the abilities and performance of a group of
children living in an area so designated, but that the life experiences and conditions of
the inhabitants also vary considerably. By replacing a measure of social class with a
measure of home processes, Kellaghan (1977a) found “considerable variation” (p.758)
in the homes of pupils categorized as disadvantaged.

An initiative for older students in disadvantaged areas is to be found in centers
which house Youth Encounter Projects (YEPs). There are three such centers in the
country. Set up in the late 1970s, YEPs are intended to provide educational

experiences for a small number (25 to 30) of students, aged between 10 and 16 years,
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who are unable to cope with the conditions of normal schools. Each center has the
services of a full-time community worker who liaises with students' homes and

maintains contact with students after they leave the center (Egan, 1984).
Conclusion

The policies of successive Irisﬁ governments since the 1960s have been
supportive of the principle of equality of educational opportunity. To this end, a
number of educational initiatives to address the problems of social and economic
disadvantage have been put in place over the years. These initiatives have, by and
large, operated independently and in isolation from each other.

Research in Ireland and elsewhere has clearly established the relationships
between home background factors and educational achievement and, specifically, the
importance of parents’ roles in children’s learning. Both parents and children have
been found to benefit from initiatives that emphasize the development of close ties

between homes and schools.
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CHAPTER III
THE HOME-SCHOOL-COMMUNITY LIAISON (HSCL) SCHEME

An overview of the aims and basic principles of the HSCL scheme is given in
this chapter. The structures and personnel (National Steering Committee, National
Coordinators, local coordinators, and local committees) through which the scheme
operated are outlined. A description of criteria for selection of schools and of
participating schools is given. Scheme supports are also described.

Experience with the provision of additional funding to schools in
disadvantaged areas caused the Irish Department of Education to increase its
resources for improving home-school relations. When in the 1990 budget, £1.5
million (a trebling of the 1989 allocation) was made available for elementary schools in
disadvantaged areas, it was decided to use the money to support pilot Home-School-
Community Liaison (HSCL) programs which would use school-based personnel to

increase the involvement of parents in their children's education.
Aims of the HSCL Scheme

The aims of the HSCL scheme are:
1. To maximize active participation of the children in the scheme schools in

the learning process, in particular those who might be at risk of failure.
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2. To promote active cooperation between home, school and relevant
community agencies in promoting the educational interests of the children.

3. To raise awareness in parents of their own capacities to enhance their
children's educational progress and to assist them in developing relevant skills.

4. To enhance the children's uptake from education, their retention in the
educational system, their continuation to post-compulsory education and to third level and
their life-long attitudes to learning.

5. To disseminate the positive outcomes of the scheme throughout the school

system generally.
Basic Principles

The HSCL scheme is based on the principle of partnership between schools,
homes, and communities. The idea of partnership that is considered central to the
scheme is one that is also found in other approaches and is defined as “a working
relationship that is characterized by a shared sense of purpose, mutual respect and the
willingness to negotiate. This implies a sharing of information, responsibility, skills,
decision-making and accountability” (Pugh, 1989, p. 9).

In a document entitled Home/School/Community Liaison: Basic Principles
(Ireland: Department of Education, 1993) the following principles governing the

operation of the HSCL scheme were outlined:
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L. The scheme consists of a partnership and collaboration of the
complementary skills of parents and teachers.

2. The scheme is unified and integrated at both primary and post-primary
levels.

3. The thrust of the scheme is preventative rather than curative.

4. The focus of the scheme is on the adults whose attitudes and behaviors
impinge on the lives of children, namely, parents and teachers.

5. The basis of activities in the scheme is the identification of needs and
having those needs met.

6. The development of teacher and staff attitudes in the areas of

partnership and the "whole-school" approach.

7. The scheme promotes the fostering of self-help and independence.

8. Home visitation is a crucial element in establishing bonds of trust with
families.

9. Networking with and promoting the coordination of the work of

voluntary and statutory agencies increases effectiveness and obviates duplication.

10.  Home/school/community liaison is a full-time undertaking (i.e., for the
coordinator).

11.  The liaison coordinator is an agent of change.

12.  The promotion of community "ownership" of the scheme through

development of local committees.
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Structure and Personnel

The HSCL scheme is designed to operate through the following structures and
personnel: a National Steering Committee, a National Coordinator (and subsequently an

assistant National Coordinator), local coordinators, and Local committees.

A National Steering Committee was established “to advise on aims, objectives,
and arrangements for the establishment and monitoring of the project” (Ireland:
Department of Education, 1990). This committee was composed of representatives of
government departments of education, health, and justice, the Irish National Teachers'
Organization, the National Parents' Council, the Catholic Primary School Managers'
Association, the Conference of Major Religious Superiors, and two representatives of
national research institutes. The National Coordinator(s) and the evaluation director

were also members of the committee.
Nation rdinator

The responsibility of the National Coordinator as defined in An Explanatory

Memorandum for Schools (Ireland: Department of Education, 1991) is:

to advise, support and animate the local coordinators and the Local
committees, liaise with the local coordinatfors on an individual, local
and school cluster basis and act as a liaison person between the cluster
areas and the national steering committee of the pilot project.
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Throughout the three years of the HSCL scheme, ongoing work of the
National Coordinator (and subsequently the Assistant National Coordinator) as a
support to coordinators included individual meetings with coordinators, principals,
chairpersons of Boards of Management, and some parents and parent groups. The
National Coordinators also attended cluster group and local committee meetings and
assisted coordinators in setting up local committees in their areas. In meeting
coordinators, the National Coordinators discussed current practice, needs, and fears of
coordinators and provided encouragement and direction. This included how to:
“establish and sustain programs; reach out to parents; develop the scheme in the local
community; network; meet training needs for themselves; and plan and evaluate on a
consistent cluster and personal level” (Conaty & Somers, 1993, p.7).

Work with principals was directed “towards the support of principals in
developing a ‘whole school’ approach” (Conaty, 1992, p.11). It included discussion
of principals' concerns about change and “beginning to develop participative policy
formulation and democratic decision making” (p.11).

The National Coordinator made regular contacts with chairpersons of Boards
of Management on an incidental basis and through meetings of local committees or
related to the setting up of these committees.

Informal contacts were also made with teachers in staff rooms and with groups

of parents. Some visits to parents’ homes were occasionally made.
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At the beginning of the third year of the scheme the National Coordinator
initiated a sequence of learning experiences with newly appointed coordinators. These
were as follows: “selection to attend inservice training; briefing and preparation which
could include work experience in selected schools; becoming committed to learning;
learning; preparation for the transfer of leaming back in the work place; return to
work; transfer of learning; ongoing support, monitoring and evaluating” (Conaty &
Somers, 1993, p.38).

Throughout the year, the National Coordinator and Assistant National
Coordinator held meetings with various individuals and groups involved in the HSCL
scheme. An average of seven visits was made to individual coordinators, the range
being from 3 to 13. When requested, additional visits were made by appointment.
Work with individual coordinators followed the same general focus as during the
second year, the main thrust being to listen to, support, and encourage coordinators
and to share current practice. As the scheme was further extended, it was envisaged
that this would continue on a less frequent basis, with additional support provided to
coordinators who were experiencing difficulties.

During the third year, the National Coordinators met principals and
chairpersons of Boards of Management, the emphasis of these meetings being similar

to those of the previous year. There were also regular meetings with parent groups.
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Local Coordinators

According to an initial job description, the aim of each ibcal coordinator was
“to establish confidence, trust, mutual support and cooperation between parents and
teachers, thereby enhancing perceptions and attitudes to the social, behavioral, and
educational advantage of the children” (Ireland: Department of Education, 1990).

In An Explanatory Memorandum for Schools (Ireland: Department of
Education, 1991) circulated to schools involved in the HSCL scheme, the “objective”
of coordinators was stated as “to reinforce the aspect of cooperation between home,

school, and community in the educative process.”
Selection of Coordinators

During the first year of the scheme, there were three methods by which the 31
coordinators were chosen for the position. For almost half the appointments (n=14),
school Boards of Management were in agreement with the recommendation of the
National Coordinator. In eight instances, the school principal or two or more
principals made a recommendation with which the Board of Management agreed.
Finally, there were nine instances in which only one person applied for the position and
was appointed.

During the second year of the scheme, 14 additional coordinators were
appointed at elementary level. The National Coordinator met candidates for the

position and made a recommendation about the appointment to the school Board of
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Management of the schools in question. In most cases (n=11) this recommendation

was accepted. In two cases there was only one applicant for the position.

Assignment of Coordinators

The assignment of coordinators to schools varied. About half of the
coordinators were appointed to serve a single school. Just over a third were assigned
to serve two schools, generally in close proximity to each other, though this was not
always the case. A third group of coordinators (n=4) was assigned to multiple schools
(either 4 or 5) in Dublin city center. In this case, an attempt was made to group
schools according to their proximity to each other and the coordinator was instructed
to divide his/her time equally between the schools. These schools had lower
enrollments than schools described above that were assigned a coordinator on a full-
or half-time basis.

In the second year, the assignment of coordinators also varied. Four of the
coordinators were appointed to serve a single school, eight were assigned to serve two
schools, and the remaining two coordinators were assigned to serve a group of four
schools in close proximity.

While schools which were identified as exhibiting a high level of activity in the
first year of the scheme were as likely to be associated with a coordinator who had
responsibility for more than one schcol as with a coordinator who was responsible for

only one school, at the same time difficulties were experienced in serving two or more
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schools. These arose particularly from time constraints that affected visiting homes,
attending meetings, and meeting with staff of more than one school. There were also
increased demands in terms of planning for more than one school and in being
accountable to several principals and staffs, sometimes resulting in resentment between
schools if a coordinator was perceived to be spending more time or energy in one than
in another. Coordinators were also expected to report on their work to each principal
on a school basis rather than on their work as a whole.

Further practical difficulties included the necessity to delegate responsibility for
sending notes about activities (since the coordinator might not be in the school on the
relevant day), the need to reach several catchment areas and different families, and to
carry materials from place to place, or the fact that contact with one's own staff group
was diminished. Coordinators also found that parents became confused about the days
or times that they were in the school and frustrated when the coordinator was not
available. They also often experienced difficulty in following up on a problem when
time was lost in taking action.

However, there were also some advantages in serving more than one school.
One such advantage occurred when the schools involved were junior and senior
schools serving the same families. Since it is easier to reach parents through a junior
school, this facilitated work within the senior school. Coordinators also found that
when they served more than one school they had a broader contact group to call on

(parents, staff, principals, etc.) and that their work resulted in increased
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communication between the staffs of different schools. Again, when serving more
than one school, if the schools were in one area, the coordinator tended to think more
in terms of an area than in terms of a school and this resuited in more integration of
activities. Coordinators also used positive experiences gained in one school to work
through difficulties in another and, in some instances, staff from one school assisted in
establishing activities (e.g., paired reading) in another.

In the first year of the scheme enrollment was a factor in deciding whether a
coordinator should serve one or more schools. Since some schools had quite small
enrollments, this criterion seemed appropriate. In subsequent assignments of
coordinators, to address problems experienced at an earlier stage, the proximity of
schools and their location were also considered. The optimum arrangement would

seem to be that a coordinator would serve no more than two centers.

Local Committees

The underlying philosophy of the HSCL scheme has been that programs should
be directly related to the needs of the area in which they are located. A representative
local committee was identified as one source for determining the focus of programs as
well as being a forum for communication between parents, school staff, and members
of community agencies. During the initial stages of the scheme, precise details about
the nature and composition of local committees were left for decision to the National

Steering Committee. Following discussion of the National Steering Committee and
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based on the experience at local level, it was decided that a local committee,
representing the three groups, home, school, and community, would be established “in
each project area.” In some instances, a local committee may represent a small
number of schools serving a defined geographical area while, in others, it may serve a
wider area. The balance of membership should be divided equally between parents and
representatives of voluntary and statutory agencies or services in the community.

The purposes of the local committee were outlined as follows:

1. To help coordinate the work of the various agencies in the area
towards the purpose of developing home/school/community links.

2. To enable parents as a group to have an input into the development of
the project in their own area.

3. To receive reports from the local coordinator and to advise her/him of
specific community needs.

4. To support the local coordinator as an important
home/school/community resource.

5. To identify a group which would generate acceptance and support for
new ideas and strategies.

6. To ensure greater community “ownership” of the project and wider
community support for it.

7. To participate in the ongoing evaluation of the various aspects of the

project in its own area.
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8. To liaise with the National Steering Committee through the National
Coordinator.

9. To set targets for partnership in the project in cooperation with local
schools.

10.  To comply with overall policy guidelines from the National Steering

Committee.

Participating Elementary Schools

All of the schools in the HSCL scheme are part of the Department of
Education Scheme of Assistance for Schools in Designated Areas of Disadvantage.
The criteria upon which such designation is based are as follows:

1. The proportion of pupils at entry grade in the school whose families
reside in local authority housing (300 points).

2. The proportion of pupils at entry grade whose families are entitled to
free medical services (hold a medical card) (200 points).

3. The proportion of pupils at entry grade whose parent(s) are in receipt
of unemployment benefit or assistance (400 points).

Provision is made for a rating based on a judgment by a school inspector (100
points) to be included in the calculation of an aggregate score from the above.

Since 1984, schools that are designated as disadvantaged receive a grant to

provide additional resources in the form of books and materials (£10 per pupil -
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approximately $16) and a home-school-community liaison program (£5 per pupil -
approximately $8). Some schools are also assigned one or more additional teachers.

Schools designated as disadvantaged in seven urban areas--five in Dublin, one
in Cork, and one in Limerick—-were invited by the Department of Education through
the chairpersons of their Boards of Management to participate in the HSCL scheme.
Provision was made for 30 posts of home-school-community liaison coordinators to be
filled in the first year of the scheme by teachers seconded from their teaching posts for
a three-year period. In all, 55 out of the 190 schools which were in the Department's
disadvantaged schools scheme at the time became involved in the HSCL scheme.
There were 18,600 children in the 55 schools (52,000 in the 190 schools). Towards
the end of the school year, one further school was officially admitted to the scheme,
bringing the total number of schools to 56 and the total number of home-school-
community liaison coordinators to 31.

A further 24 schools (including schools from new areas in Galway and
Waterford) entered the scheme in the second year bringing the total number of schools
to 80 and the total number of coordinators to 45. During the course of the year, one
of the schools that had entered the scheme in the first year withdrew.

No additional elementary schools entered the HSCL scheme in the third year.

As part of the HSCL scheme, schools were allocated a teacher to replace the
staff member who was appointed as coordinator. Additional resources were also

allocated to each school.
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Criteria for selection of schools to be included in the HSCL scheme were not

described.

Support for the Scheme

Apart from the input of the National and Assistant National Coordinators (as
outlined above), other sources of support for the HSCL scheme were inservice courses
(for coordinators, principals, inspectors, and to a lesser extent, teachers) and cluster
groups. In the third year of the scheme, staff development sessions were conducted in

some schools.

Inservice Courses for Coordinators

Inservice provision for coordinators is described in detail in the National
Coordinators' Annual Report for 1992-93. In undergoing a systematic process since
the inception of the scheme, coordinators have been exposed to processes designed to
develop a range of attitudes, concepts, and skills for their work.

The skills involved relate to both personal and professional development.
Personal qualities which were targeted included improved self-esteem, the ability to
make decisions, to delegate responsibility, and to begin a process of empowering those
around them, as well as coping with negative attitudes of others and overcoming
hindrances in their work. Coordinators were encouraged to influence teachers and

parents as much as possible by being examples of these attributes.
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Aspects of professional skills that were the focus of courses for coordinators
included the ability to identify needs in collaboration with people in the community and
to tailor programs, as far as possible, to meet these needs. Coordinators were
encouraged to listen to each other and to everybody with whom they have contact.
Closely related to this is the notion of developing trust and openness within groups so
that discussions can be of optimal benefit to HSCL programs.

Coordinators have continually been encouraged and reminded to focus their
attention on the causes of problems rather than on the immediate symptoms (though,
in certain circumstances the latter may be necessary). Leadership skills have also been
emphasized in individual coordinators, as well as the ability to identify and develop
leaders within the community. Coordinators have also been encouraged to establish
links with as many other individuals and agencies as possible in the community. This
should enable them to avail of as many services and resources (including information)
as possible, to direct parents to appropriate services, and to avoid duplication of
services. Finally, coordinators have been encouraged to plan, monitor, and evaluate
their work on an ongoing basis and support for this has been available through the

National Coordinators and cluster groups.

Inservice Courses for Principals and Inspectors

Throughout the three years of the scheme, a one-day seminar for principals and

inspectors was held at the beginning of the school year in which their school entered
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the scheme. The purpose was “to inform principals about the background to, and
activities involved in, the HSCL scheme.” The following issues were discussed during
the seminar: a rationale for the clustering of schools; objectives of the HSCL scheme;
the role of principals, inspectors, local coordinators, Local committees, evaluator, and
other agencies (e.g., community) in the scheme; difficulties for principals; implications
of the scheme for school personnel; group work to identify and air perceptions of their
own role and contributions to the program; concerns to be communicated to other
specified parties (i.e., local coordinators, Department of Education, evaluator), and
further assistance they might need. Similar one-day seminars were held throughout the

three years of the scheme.

Inservice Courses for Teachers

Summer courses of one week were run in two locations during July and
August of the first year of the scheme as part of the general summer inservice program
for all elementary teachers. The courses were staffed by a Department of Education
inspector on the National Steering Committee, the National Coordinator, and three
local coordinators. Teachers who attended were not necessarily from schools in the

HSCL scheme. Similar courses were held in subsequent years other locations.
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Cluster Groups

As a response to coordinators’ expressed need for ongoing communication and
discussion of ideas and difficulties, it was decided that cluster groups would be
established in the second year of the scheme. Each cluster group consisted of all
coordinators serving schools in a specific area of the city in which they were located.
During the second year, meetings were held in September, October, December, and in
May-June, the main purpose being to consolidate inservice training and the National
Coordinator's work with individual coordinators.

In response to coordinators' suggestions about cluster group meetings, changes
were made in the format of same and some procedural aspects were specified.
Meetings were held each month from 9:00 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. on a designated day and
an agenda and minutes of the previous meeting were circulated in advance.

The meetings included aspects of review, evaluation, and planning, as well as
sharing of current good practice and discussion of difficulties. Each meeting also had
an inservice component prepared by one or more of the coordinators. The meetings
also provided an opportunity for sub-groups of coordinators (e.g., those serving the
same families) to work together. One of the National Coordinators also attended the

meetings.
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Staff Development Sessions

A new feature of the scheme during third year was the provision, by the
National Coordinator, of staff development sessions in 72 elementary schools.

The staff sessions began with small group discussions of benefits of the scheme
to date, staff expectations for HSCL, and their fears about partnership with parents
(Conaty & Somers, 1993). The National Coordinator addressed these issues and
outlined the rationale of the scheme and the role of the coordinator. In most schools,
a group of three parents, who had not been active in the school prior to the HSCL
scheme, outlined their fears of school and of teachers based on their own experience of
school. They also described how, as a result of their involvement in HSCL activities,
they had increased their confidence and changed the way they relate to their children.
In subsequent years, it was envisaged by the National Coordinator that developmental

sessions with staff would be provided for schools who requested them.

Conclusion

The HSCL scheme was established to increase the involvement of parents in
their children’s education. Schools in areas designated as disadvantaged were targeted
for the intervention.

The scheme was directed by a National Coordinator and, subsequently, an

assistant to her, who worked closely with local coordinators at school level.
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Inservice courses and meetings with coordinators, principals and inspectors,
and school staff were provided as support for the implementation of the scheme. The
National Steering Committee, comprised of representatives of various stakeholder
groups, was established to advise on all aspects of the HSCL scheme, including the
evaluation. At local level, local committees whose membership was made up of
parents and representatives of community agencies and individuals were intended to

determine program focus based on identified needs.
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CHAPTER [V
EVALUATION PROCEDURES
Overview and Purposes of the Evaluation

Evaluation was perceived to be an integral part of the HSCL scheme and was
expected to perform formative and summative functions so that findings could be of
benefit to the ongoing development of the scheme. It was within the brief of the
National Steering Committee to discuss and have input to the evaluation at all stages
of the work. This meant that all stakeholders at national level were involved in the
planning of the evaluation and received regular reports on scheme developments. The
evaluation was also explained in detail to the local coordinators and to school
principals.

The major purposes of the evaluation were: (a) to examine how the HSCL
scheme was constructed and implemented (in each school); and (b) to monitor

specified outcomes of HSCL activity.
Evaluation Audiences

The primary audiences for formative evaluation reports were members of the

National Steering Committee and senior management personnel in the Department of

49
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Education. Reports were presented in verbal and written formats, approximately
every two months to the National Steering Committee. Long reports that required
time to review were circulated in written form before the meeting so that Committee
members could present their reactions during the meeting. Otherwise, reports were
presented on the day of the meeting and a written copy was provided to Committee
members. On a few occasions where the information was deemed to be useful to
them, reports were also sent to coordinators in participating schools.

Audiences for the summative evaluation reports included members of the
National Steering Committee and senior management personnel responsible for policy
formulation in the Departments of Education and Finance. These reports were issued
on an annual basis. Department personnel responsible for the management of the
scheme and the National Co-Coordinator reviewed the reports for clarity and accuracy
in advance of circulation to the Committee.

During the third year of the scheme, prior to taking decisions about the long-
term future of the HSCL scheme, the Department of Education requested an interim
evaluation report that addressed specific issues related to the decisions to be made
(e.g., extension of the scheme, characteristics of coordinators, coordinator’s service,
role of coordinators, assignment of coordinators to schools, local committees,
inservice). The evaluators and the Department personnel worked together to identify

these issues and to decide on the best procedures to obtain the necessary information.
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The report that ensued was then provided on a confidential basis to the Department of
Education to facilitate their decision-making process.

Throughout the course of the evaluation, control over release of evaluation
reports was held solely by the Department of Education. Editing of reports was
controlled by the evaluators. While every effort was made to incorporate suggestions
and views of the Steering Committee and Department personnel, this was done only to
the extent that it did not compromise the evaluation findings. To ensure as far as
possible that this was the case, the evaluation manager discussed such decisions with
the director of the Educational Research Center and with members of the evaluation

team.
Evaluators

The evaluation was conducted over a three-year period by the Educational
Research Center, a national center for educational research for almost thirty years.
The evaluation director had training in evaluation and research methodologies, as well
as previous experience in conducting evaluations. A research assistant was assigned to
work full time on tasks as assigned by the evaluation director. Where relevant, staff
from the Educational Research Center provided input and assistance (e.g., advice
regarding sampling, data analysis, data entry). Regular discussions of progress and
planning were held with the director of the center who was also a member of the

National Steering Committee.
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Political Viability of the Evaluation

Political viability of both the HSCL scheme in general and of the scheme
evaluation was ensured through representation of the various stakeholder groups (i.e.,
school managers, teachers, parents, representatives of relevant government
departments, and some individuals with experience of research on disadvantage) on
the National Steering Committee. This provided a forum for discussion of ideas and
also a structure through which the input of various groups could be sought as required
throughout the development of the scheme.

A further aspect of the evaluation that strengthened its political viability was
the explanation of the evaluation to all stakeholders, including those at school level, at
the outset. Furthermore, principals, coordinators, and teachers had the opportunity to
provide feedback on an ongoing basis.

Finally, the system of ongoing reporting that occurred through the forum of the
National Steering Committee ensured that all parties were aware of the main

evaluation findings prior to the release of the final evaluation report.
Evaluation Criteria and Procedures

One of the criteria used to assess the success of the HSCL scheme was the
scheme aims (outlined in Chapter III). Given the broad nature of the aims, and the

fact that many of the effects would, by definition be long-term, it was difficult to
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identify measures that were sensitive to program effects that met the aims. To
determine the extent to which the aims “To maximize active participation of children in
the scheme schools in the learning process” or “To raise awareness in parents of their
own capacities to enhance their children’s educational progress™ were accomplished
was, by its nature, problematic. Comments on this aspect of the gvaluation are
provided in Chapter XI.

One example of the collection of evaluation information to address the scheme
aims relates to the second aim which is: “To promote active cooperation between,
home, school, and relevant community agencies in promoting the educational interests
of the children.” In order to assess this, a measure of the policy and practice in
schools in relation to home-school communications and parent involvement was
provided by the school principal at the school’s inception to the scheme. Based on
reports from coordinators about HSCL activities in the schools, it was possible to
determine, to some extent, the changes that had taken place in schools.

A further difficulty in identifying criteria or standards against which to measure
the effectiveness of the scheme was the fact that the HSCL scheme was such a new
departure in the Irish school system that there was no previous experience on which to
build. Furthermore, at the outset, the scheme was defined in general terms and
coordinators were given a very broad assignment and advised to respond to the needs
they and parents identified at local level. No single model or approach was to be

followed and the scheme evolved over the course of the evaluation. It was difficult
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therefore to predict the precise form that scheme activities would take and variance
between sites was to be expected.

It was for these reasons that the evaluation focused on monitoring and
documenting scheme developments and issues related to implementation. This was
facilitated by involving local coordinators in an ongoing process of providing progress
records, with details of activities at school level. Furthermore, by establishing a
rapport with individual coordinators and principals and by encouraging them to be
frank in their discussions of the scheme, it was hoped to identify the positive and
negative aspects of scheme development. A practice of maintaining the strictest
confidentiality was crucial to this effort.

Another approach to assessing scheme effectiveness was in relation to
implementation issues that were identified from the input of the various stakeholders,
particularly at local level. The issues were built into the information collection process
(i.e., interviews, site visits, progress records) and were thus addressed throughout the

three years of the evaluation.
Evaluation Methods: Year One

Methods in the evaluation included questionnaires, interviews, site visits, and
assessment of pupils. Since the scheme was evolving during the period of evaluation
(including the introduction of additional schools), it was necessary that the evaluation

procedures be flexible enough to adapt to ongoing information needs. The original
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plan to conduct an in-depth study of ten schools was reduced to six in response to the
scheme extension and the limitation of resources for evaluation.

This section describes the instruments and approaches for data collection
during the first year of the evaluation. These included the School Profile, Progress
Record, and interviews conducted with coordinators, principals, teachers, and parents
during site visits to schools. The focus, form, respondents, and frequency of
administration of each instrument and approach are described as well as the issues
addressed. Copies of the instruments are on file at the Educational Research Center

and may be obtained from the author at cost.

School Profile

The focus of the School Profile was to document school policy and practice
regarding parent involvement prior to the introduction of the HSCL scheme. The
School Profile took the form of a questionnaire that was completed by principals at
their school’s inception to the HSCL scheme. The issues addressed in the School

Profile are described below.

School-Parent Communication

Principals were asked to describe information sent to parents about the school;

parent-teacher meetings (frequency, purpose, level of attendance, possible reasons for
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non-attendance); frequency of reports on pupil work/behavior; arrangements for

parent contact with the principal; and teacher visits to homes (frequency, purpose).

Parent Involvement in School

Issues addressed include: parent attendance at school activities (frequency,
purpose, level of attendance); parent involvement with teachers in school activities
(type of activities, level of attendance); availability of a parents’ room; and structures

for parent involvement in school governance.

General

Principals were asked questions about general issues such as: pupil attendance
levels; numbers of pupils enrolled in the school; teacher involvement in extra-curricular

activities with pupils.

Progress Record

The focus of the Progress Record was to gather information about the
implementation of the HSCL scheme. In the first year, the Progress Record, in the
form of a questionnaire was completed by coordinators on a bi-monthly basis. The

issues addressed in the bi-monthly Progress Record are described below.
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Contacts and Communication

This aspect covered contacts/communication with parents in the school
(individually/in groups, nature, frequency, purpose, outcome) and in the community
(frequency, outcomes, comments on contacts); with teachers (individually/in groups,
nature, frequency, purpose, outcome); with the school principal (frequency, purposes,
outcomes, comments on contacts); with pupils (individually/in groups/with parent(s),
nature, frequency, purpose, outcome); and with cdmmunity agencies (voluntary and

statutory) and individuals (nature, frequency, outcome).
Parent Involvement Activities

Coordinators provided descriptions of activities in the school (nature,
attendance, steps to improve attendance, difficulties) as well as their visits to activities

in the local community, e.g., local clubs or groups (nature, frequency, outcomes).
Home Visits

Coordinators provided details of the number (approximate) of homes visited,

their criteria for targeting homes, the purposes of their visits, and the outcomes.
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General

In this section of the Progress Record, coordinators described difficulties
encountered, possible causes of these difficulties, and the measures they took to
address them. They also provided details of additional activities that were not already
covered by the Progress Record. Finally, they described their meetings with other

coordinators (frequency, advantages, expectations), and added general comments.

Site Visits and Interviews

Each school (n=56) in the HSCL scheme was visited once during the first year
of the scheme. The evaluation manager and the other member of the evaluation team
each visited half of the schools. No particular criteria were applied in the allocation of
schools between the two persons. During these site visits, the two main areas of focus
were the integration of the scheme into school practice and stakeholder reactions and
expectations. Interviews were conducted with coordinators, principals, teachers, and,

where possible, a group of parents. The issues addressed are outlined below.

Coordinators

Coordinators were asked to describe their perceptions of the objectives for the
HSCL program (at school and classroom level). They were also asked to discuss
issues or problems that they felt were left unaddressed by the HSCL program, to

provide their opinions on the overall strengths and weaknesses of the HSCL program,
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both at local level and in the context of the educational system in general.

Coordinators were also asked to provide suggestions for improving the program.

Principals

Principals were asked to address the same issues as those for coordinators
described above. In addition, they were asked to comment on whether or not they had
experienced any changes in their role as principal as a result of the HSCL program,

and, if so, to describe those changes.

Teachers

To supplement information gathered from principals in the School Profile,
teachers were asked to describe practices relating to parent involvement prior to the
introduction of the HSCL scheme. The issues included were: parent involvement in
school-based activities; the availability of a parents’ room in the school; and teacher
interaction with parents in general; descriptions of channels for parent-teacher
communication about pupil progress and behavior (e.g., homework notebooks, written
reports, parent-teacher meetings, home visits by teachers). Teachers were also asked
about aspects of the HSCL program as outlined for coordinators and principals above,

including a question about a change in their role.
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Parents

Due to time constraints, it was not feasible to meet parent groups in every
school and so this occurred at random, i.e., where a parent group was meeting on the
day of the evaluator’s visit. The issues addressed in interviews with parents are
described below.

Parents were asked to describe aspects of school-parent communication in the
school. These included: communication to parents about the school (nature,
purpose); parent-teacher meetings (frequency, purpose); reports on pupil
work/behavior (frequency, outcome); informal contacts with teachers (meetings and
homework notebooks, and their perception of the level of importance of these);
arrangements for parent contact with the principal; and teacher visits to homes
(frequency, purpose).

Parents were also asked to describe aspects of parent involvement in the
school prior to the introduction of the HSCL scheme, including parent attendance at
school activities (frequency, nature); availability of a parents' room; teacher and
principal involvement with parents in activities in parents' room (nature, number of
teachers); and structures for parent involvement in school governance.

Finally, parents were asked about the HSCL program in their child’s school.
They were asked about their attitudes to HSCL, what they considered to be the
advantages and disadvantages of the scheme in general and of the program at school

level, problems of parents in relation to HSCL and to becoming involved in the
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school, changes in parent activities in the school as a result of HSCL, and their

suggestions as to how the scheme and program could be improved.

Evaluation Methods: Year Two

This section describes the instruments and approaches for data collection
during the second year of the evaluation. These included the School Profile (for the
24 schools that joined the scheme in the second year), Progress Record, and
interviews conducted with coordinators, principals, teachers, and pupils during site
visits to six selected schools (details of the selection method are provided later in this
chapter). The instruments and approaches are described in terms of the focus, form,
respondents, frequency of administration, and issues addressed for each. Copies of
the instruments are on file at the Educational Research Center and may be obtained

from the author at cost.

Progress Record

With the extension of the scheme during the second year, the bi-monthly
Progress Record was completed only by coordinators serving six selected schools
(described later in this chapter). The Progress Record was adapted to an Annual
Progress Record that was completed once during the year by coordinators serving all

other schools. The issues addressed are described below.
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Program Implementation and Assessment at School Level

Coordinators were asked to describe the main purpose of the HSCL program
in their school(s) and the three activities that took most of their time. In addition,
they were asked to give their overall rating of program success on a scale from 1
(very successful) to 4 (unsuccessful) and reasons for the rating. Coordinators were
also asked to describe the advantages of the program, difficulties posed by it, and

suggestions for improvement.

Parent Involvement in the School

Coordinators provided descriptions of courses and activities for parents
(including the nature of courses and activities, the number of parents (approximately)
who attended, male/female breakdown of parents who attended) and parent

involvement in leadership roles in the school (nature of the activity and number of

parents).

Home Visits

Coordinators were asked to describe the purposes of their visits to homes, the
difficulties they encountered, and their assessment of the importance of home visits to

their role as coordinator.
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Local Committee

Coordinators were asked whether or not a local committee had been
established for their school(s). They were also asked to rate (on a scale from | “to a
great extent” to 3 “not at all”) the extent to which the local committee served as a

vehicle for parent input to the HSCL program and to give reasons for their rating.

Community Involvement

Coordinators were asked to list the three agencies or individuals in the local
community with whom they had most contact during the year and to describe the

nature and extent of the influence of these agencies or individuals on the program.

Perceived Changes In Attitudes And Practice

Coordinators rated their perceptions (on a scale from 1 “much more positive”
to 5 “much more negative™) of changes in the attitudes of parents and teachers
towards parent involvement in the school since the inception of the HSCL scheme.
They also described their perceptions of changes that had occurred in homes and in

the school as a result of the program.
Six Selected Schools

At the end of the first year of the scheme, six schools were selected for more

detailed study. The coordinators serving these schools completed the bi-monthly
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Progress Record that was used during the first year (described in the preceding
section). During site visits to schools, coordinators, principals, teachers, and pupils

were interviewed. In addition, achievement testing of pupils was carried out.

Site Visits and Intervi

The purpose of the first visit to schools was to explain to principals and
coordinators the reasons for the selection of the school, to discuss the proposed
evaluation activities for the year, and to respond to any of their questions or concerns
about aspects of the evaluation.

During the second visit, the main purpose was to obtain measures of pupils'
(first, third, and fifth grade) achievements in mathematics and reading. At this time,
an effort was also made to establish contacts with school staff, and to respond to
questions about the evaluation.

The third visit to schools was of two days duration and its purpose was to
conduct interviews with coordinators, principals, teachers, and pupils. The focus of
the interviews was the integration of the HSCL scheme into school practice,
stakeholder reactions, and expectations. Specific issues addressed with each group of

respondents are described below.

Coordinators. Coordinators were asked to describe the focus of the HSCL

program. This included any change in focus that had occurred, the origin of the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

64



activities, how they had determined the needs in the area, and other influences on the
program.

Coordinators gave information regarding the involvement of parents. This
included details about level of involvement, an estimate of the proportion of families
in need that they had reached, recruitment of parents for involvement, the issue of the
development of parent “cliques,” and the kinds of parents who had not become
involved.

In relation to home visits, coordinators described the purposes of their visits,
their means of selecting which homes to visit, and their perceptions of the importance
of the visits to their role as coordinator.

The issues addressed in regard to local committees included whether these had
been established and the extent to which they served as a vehicle for parent input to
the program.

Coordinators described the local agencies or individuals that they had
contacted and the influence of these agencies or individuals on the HSCL program.
They also described any support for “educational” activities that had been provided as
a result of these contacts.

Specific changes at school level that were described include: changes to
facilitate parent involvement (frequency and nature of use of parents' room;
availability of other school facilities; openness of school to parents): changes to

facilitate HSCL work (room/office available for coordinator; availability of other
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school facilities; impact on work); changes to facilitate communication with school
staff: changes in teachers' attitudes and practices (willingness to involve parents in
classrooms).

Coordinators were asked to express the degree of their satisfaction with
inservice provision. They were also asked about their needs for further guidance and
training and to give their suggestions for inservice provision for new coordinators.

A final issue related to coordinators who served multiple (i.e., more than two)
schools. They were asked about the impact on their work of: relationships between
schools and principals; distance between schools; and type of school (i.e., whether the
school served only the four junior grades, only the four senior grades, or all eight

grades).

Principals. Principals were asked about their perceptions of the aims of the
HSCL program, as well as their opinions as to whether or not these aims were being
met and reasons for their assessment. They were also asked about the decision-
making process in relation to HSCL activities, the role of the coordinator in the
school, issues or problems unaddressed by HSCL, strengths and weaknesses of the
HSCL program, their suggestions for improving the program; and other comments.

Principals were asked about their involvement in and support for the HSCL
program in relation to the initiation of activities, meetings with the coordinator

(frequency, nature, purpose, suggestions for improvement), changes in their role as
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principal, involvement in school-based activities with parents, and their willingness to
become involved in such activities.

Principals were asked about their perceptions of the role of the local committee
and to describe that role in terms of the following: input from committee members; the
committees as a vehicle for parent input; as a means of coordination of the activities of
local agencies; committee effectiveness; and difficulties.

Information about principals’ attitudes to and their perceptions of parent
involvement included the following: the value of parent involvement to the school,
kind of parent likely to get involved; and willingness of teachers to involve parents.

Principals were asked to describe the following effects of HSCL on the school:
contribution of the coordinator; changes in the school to facilitate HSCL; changes in
teachers' attitudes towards HSCL; proportion of needy families being reached; other

activities required; and the extent to which needs were being met in the school.

Teachers. All of the teachers in each school were interviewed. They were
asked the same questions as principals in relation to their knowledge and perceptions
of the scheme, their attitudes to and perceptions of parent involvement, and effects of
the HSCL program in the school and of the scheme at a general level.

In relation to their own involvement, teachers were asked about their role in
initiating activities, their meetings with the coordinator (frequency, nature, purpose,

suggestions for improvement), changes in their role, their involvement in school-based
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activities and classroom-based activities with parents, their willingness to become

involved and the conditions they would attach to such involvement.

Pupils. A sample of fifth grade pupils (three from each class) was interviewed
in each school. Pupils were interviewed in groups of three. The purpose of the
interview was explained to the class teachers and teachers were asked to select pupils
that would not be intimidated by the interview process. It was stressed to them that a
pupil’s scholastic ability was not directly relevant to the selection process.

Pupils were asked about their knowledge of HSCL activities, their knowledge
of the involvement of their own parents, and their attitudes to parent involvement at

school level! and at classroom level.

Achievement Testing

The purpose of the achievement testing was to obtain baseline achievement
data for pupils in HSCL schools. Achievement tests in mathematics and reading were
administered to pupils in first, third, and fifth grades. Details of the tests and of the

results are presented in Chapter X.

Mothers' Interview

At the end of the second year of the scheme, a sample of mothers’ of pupils in

the six selected schools was interviewed. Details of the interview and analyses of
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results are provided in Chapter [X. Further analyses of the relationships between

selected mothers’ characteristics and pupil achievements are described in Chapter X.

Evaluation Methods: Year Three

Annual Progress Record

All coordinators completed an Annual Progress Record at the end of the final
year of the scheme. Once again, the focus was implementation of the HSCL scheme.
The issues were similar to those addressed in the previous year, with some additions

that were relevant to the summative evaluation, and are described below.

Program Implementation and Assessment at School Level

Coordinators were asked to describe the main purpose of the program and
their allocation of time to various activities. They also provided an overall rating of
program success (on a scale from | “very successful” to 4 “unsuccessful’), described
the extent to which various factors affected program success, difficulties in their work,

and suggestions for improving the program.

Parent Involvement

Coordinators outlined courses and activities for parents (nature, number of
parents, number of new parents), parent involvement at school and classroom level

(nature of involvement), and parent visits to the school.
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Home Visits

The purposes of home visits and their importance to the success of the HSCL
program were described. Coordinators also assessed the adequacy of the amount of
time they spent on home visits. They gave information about the proportion of visits
requested by the school principal and teachers. Finally, they described the contribution
of home visits as a support for families, for children, for teachers and as a means of

recruiting parents.

Local Committee

Coordinators were asked whether a local committee had been established.
They rated the effectiveness of the local committee (on a scale from | “very effective”
to 4 “ineffective™) in directing the HSCL program. They also described the influence
of various factors on committee success (principal support, management support,
teacher awareness of HSCL, parent awareness of HSCL, committee functioning,

member cooperation).

Community Involvement

Coordinators described the community agencies and individuals contacted, the
purposes of the contacts, and the extent of their contribution to program success.
They also assessed the adequacy of the amount of their time devoted to community

contacts.
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Perceived Changes in Schools

Descriptions about changes in schools provided by coordinators related to
school structures, school organization, staff relationships and changes in the school’s

role in the community.

Perceived Changes in Teacher Practices and Attitudes

Coordinators described teacher interactions with parents, involvement of
parents in classrooms, and the involvement of teachers in HSCL. They also rated
changes in teachers' attitudes (on a scale from 1 “much more positive” to S “much
more negative”) and described their observations regarding teachers' attitudes and the
nature of same (more tolerant of parents in school; more aware of parents' role and
contribution at home and in school; more positive about parents' role and contribution
at home and in school; more aware of the coordinator as a resource; more aware of

the aims and nature of the HSCL program.

Perceived Changes in Parent Practices and Attitudes

Coordinators described their perceptions of changes in parent practices and
attitudes. Issues addressed include parent involvement in children's schoolwork,
parenting skills, coping skills, home management skills, parents’ awareness of their
contribution to children's learning, parents’ awareness of the coordinator as a

resource, and parents’ interest in school. Coordinators also rated changes in parents
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attitudes to the HSCL program in the school (on a scale from 1 “much more positive”™

to 5 “much more negative™).

Perceived Changes in Pupil Practices and Attitudes

Coordinators were asked to describe their perceptions of changes in pupil
behavior, attendance, attitudes to school, attitudes to parents, pride in their work,

increased practical help with work, and school achievement.

Six Selected Schools

In the third year of the scheme, coordinators in the six selected schools
completed the bi-monthly Progress Record as for the two previous years. They also
completed the Annual Progress Record at the end of the third year. During visits to
schools, interviews were conducted with coordinators and principals. The focus of
these interviews was the overall development of the scheme and the effects of HSCL

programs at school level. . The issues addressed are described below.

Coordinators

Coordinators were asked to describe parent involvement in courses and
activities (nature of the course or activity; how the need was assessed; source of

funding; source of tutor; duration of the course or activity; number of parents
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involved; kind of parent involved; level of involvement; the development of a core
group of parents; the number of new parents; and steps they took to reach parents).

In relation to the school-home relationships, coordinators were asked to
describe parents' sense of “belonging” in school and steps taken to promote this. They
were also asked to assess the extent to which two-way communication existed and to
outline the channels of communication that existed.

Coordinators described how the role of the local committee had developed
over the three years, the extent to which the committee served as a vehicle for parent
input, and as a means to establish links with other agencies in the area.

The purposes of coordinator’s home visits were described, as well as the
homes targeted by them. Coordinators also described the importance of home visits to
their role as coordinator.

Changes at school level were described in terms of changes: to facilitate
coordinator communication (with the principal, staff group, individual teachers); to
facilitate ongoing teacher development about HSCL (nature; number of staff); in
teachers’ attitudes to parent involvement (perceived attitudes; changes in attitude).
Coordinators were asked to describe the most obvious effects of HSCL in the school.

Contacts with local agencies and individuals (purpose and nature) were
described and the influence of these contacts on the program was noted.

Coordinators also provided information on general issues related to HSCL.

These included: the role of the coordinator and how it had developed as well as how it
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: fitted with existing roles both within and outside the school; efforts to build common
bonds between schools, homes, and the community (sharing in decision-making);
efforts to reach agreement on goals, ideals, aspirations; the relationship with HSCL

programs in other schools.
Principals

Principals were asked to provide information about aspects of school-home
relationships and specifically, about the extent to which two-way communication
existed and the channels for this.

In relation to the local committee, principals were asked to describe how the
role had developed, the extent to which the committee served as a vehicle for parent
input to the HSCL program, and as a means of establishing links with other agencies in
the area.

Principals were asked to describe the nature of their own involvement in HSCL
and any changes in their role that occurred as a result of the program.

Principals described changes at school level in terms of the following changes:
to facilitate communication between the coordinator and the principal, the staff group,
and individual teachers; to facilitate ongoing teacher development about HSCL
(nature; number of staff); and changes in teachers’ attitudes to parent involvement

(perceived attitudes; changes in attitude).
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Principals were asked about the impact of the HSCL program on each of the
following within the school: school programs or curricula; allocation of resources or
services; access for parents to the school. They were also asked to describe the most
obvious effects of HSCL in the school.

General issues relating to HSCL that were discussed with principals included
the development of the role of coordinator and how it fitted with existing roles within
the school and outside the school. They were also asked to describe any efforts that
had been made to build common bonds between schools, homes, and the community
and about efforts to reach agreement on goals, ideals, and aspirations. Finally,
principals commented on the relationship of the HSCL program in their school to

programs in other schools.
Selection Process for Selection of Six Schools for Further Study

As noted above, iqformation on the functioning of programs in their first year
was obtained for all schools in the scheme in Progress Records completed by
coordinators as well as during interviews with coordinators and principals (as
described earlier in this chapter). As also noted, the addition of extra schools to the
scheme in the second year meant that it was not possible to continue to carry out
evaluation activities in all schools on the same scale as in the first year of the scheme.
Hence it was decided to continue to collect some limited information from all schools

and to select six schools which would continue to be subject to more intense
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investigation. An analysis of the activities of schools in their first year was used to
guide the selection of the six schools.

For the analysis, the number of separate activities in which each school had
engaged (as recorded in any of the above sources) in the first year of the scheme was
calculated. Activities ranged from informal contacts with parents (e.g., chatting to
them on the street) to formal training sessions designed to enable parents work with a
teacher in the classroom. In all, 369 separate activities were identified. These
activities were categorized according to Epstein’s (1987) six types of family-
community-school collaboration under which 90 variables were identified. These were
then condensed into 25 categories (e.g., written communication from school to home,
home visits about specific problems, parent attendance at school activities, coordinator
visits to local agencies, parent involvement in school Board of Management) which
then were further reduced to three categories.

In establishing the final three categories, learning and teaching activities were
regarded as the focal point of the categorization. The first category was described as
proximal and an activity was assigned to it if it was closely related to the teaching-
learning situation (e.g., parents involved in classroom activities, educational activities
being carried out in the home). The second category was called intermediate and an
activity was assigned to it if it was related to home-school communication or activities,
or parenting courses (e.g., written and oral communication from school to home, talks

to promote self-development, or parenting skills). The final category was called distal
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and an activity was assigned to it if it was related to parent involvement at the level of
school governance or support (e.g., membership of a parents' committee) or to
school/coordinator involvement in the wider community (e.g., contact with community
agencies). Each school was assigned a score for proximal activities, a score for
intermediate activities, and a score for distal activities.

Analyses were carried out to determine if any distinctive patterns were
discernible in the way in which schools had constructed their HSCL programs. (These
analyses were carried out by Ronan Reilly at the Educational Research Center.)
Because the proximal, intermediate, and distal measures or scales comprised a
different number of items, the measures were normalized to permit comparisons
between them. This was accomplished by first summing the items making up each
scale. Following this, the lowest of the range of school values was subtracted from the
school's raw score which was then divided by the range. For each scale, this gave a
number between 0.0 and 1.0, which represented an overall level of activity on the
scale. Means and standard deviations are given for the three scales in Table 1.

The next task was to see if schools differed from each other on the three
scales. Of particular interest was whether identifiable groups of schools would
emergewith different patterns of scores. The technique used for this task was cluster
analysis. Following the analysis, it was possible to distinguish between six clusters of
schools in terms of their programme activity. These can be categorized as: (1) high

activity level over all (proximal, intermediate, and distal) variables (n=6); ( 2)
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Table 1

Means and Standard Deviations on Three School Activity Scales

Scale Mean SD
Proximal 0.48 0.26
Intermediate 0.52 0.27
Distal 0.54 0.21

moderate level of activity over all variables (n=21); (3) a relatively high level of
activity on proximal variables, but not on other variables (n=4); (4) a relatively high
level of activity on intermediate variables but not on other variables (n=3); (5) an
overall low level of activity, but distinguishable from (6) in its greater emphasis on
proximal activities; and (6) an overall low level of activity, but distinguishable from (5)
in its greater emphasis on distal activities.

Mean (and standard deviation) values on the proximal, intermediate, and distal
scales for the six clusters are presented in Table 2. In a separate exercise, the
National Coordinator and the evaluation manager rated the programs in each
individual school (on a scale from 1 “the most successful” to 5 “the least successful™).
The correlation between the ratings was .75. The ratings achieved by the schools
identified in the six-cluster analysis were examined. All schools in the high overall
activity category were found to have received above average ratings (3 of them

received ratings of 1 from both raters). Schools high on the proximal scale had also
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received above average ratings. Schools in the overall moderate and intermediate
high categories had received average ratings while all schools in the overall low

activity categories had received average or below average ratings, mostly the latter.

Table 2

Means and Standard Deviations on School Activities for Six Clusters
of Schools Identified in Cluster Analysis

Proximal Intermediate Distal

N M SD M SD M SD

1. Overall High 6 .83 .10 .89 .09 15 .14
2. Overall Moderate 21 S1 .14 62 12 .66 11
3. Proximal High 4 90 .11 .60 .03 41 19
4. Intermediate High 3 S1 15 .92 .04 43 .05
5. Overall Low (Proxt) 4 S50 .08 28 17 15 13
6. Overall Low (Dist+) 18 21 .13 24 .16 .46 .16

Total 56 47 .26 52 .27 .54 21

The findings of these analyses suggested that it was reasonable to reach two
conclusions. First, despite a good deal of similarity across individual schools, a
distinction could be drawn between schools, particularly in terms of their level of
activity, but also in terms of the focus of the programs which they had implemented.
And second, on the evidence thus far available, it was reasonable ‘to identify programs

which had been identified as high in general activity and ones which had been identified
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as high in proximal activity as models for the further development of home-school-
community programs.

Based on these analyses, six schools were selected for more detailed study
during the second and third years of the evaluation. Five of these schools had been
found to have high levels of activity (two had overall high, three had high proximal)
and the sixth had an overall moderate level of activity, which, however, might be
considered satisfactory given that the Coordinator had spent only one day per week in
the school. All six schools had also received above-average ratings of success from
both the National Co-ordinator and the evaluation manager. A further consideration in
selecting the schools was the representation of different geographical areas in the
scheme (i.e., two locations outside Dublin and inner and outer areas of Dublin city)
and the inclusion of different types of school (i.e., single sex, mixed, junior - serving
only the four lower grades; senior - serving only the four higher grades, all-through -

serving all eight elementary grades).

Validity and Bias Controls

Much of the evidence in the evaluation came from reports of those involved in
programs. This might be considered to give rise to problems of validity and bias.
However, several factors tend to support the validity of data.

1. Some of the information was factual (e.g., providing a meeting room for

parents in schools, provision of courses for parents, number of parents visiting
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schools, number of home visits carried out by coordinators). There was no evidence
from other sources (e.g., National Co-ordinator, evaluators on the basis of visits to
schools) that inaccurate information was provided regarding these matters.

2. There was considerable consistency across schools in much of the
information provided. Thus, if the information was biased, one would have to assume
the unlikely situation in which a similar bias affected all schools.

3. For some evidence, judgments in the same matters were obtained from
more than one source. For example, both coordinators and teachers largely agreed in
their judgments about the enhanced competence of parents. Another example of such
triangulation of data was that principals and teachers expressed similar perceptions of
which parents were not being reached by the scheme, i.e., those perceived to be most
in need.

4. Opinions and judgments are more likely to be biased than factual
information (in 1 above). However, several factors singly and in combination point to
the general validity of participants’ responses.

(a) Frequently, concrete examples were provided to support
judgments. (For example, judgments about parents’ confidence and their
perceptions that school was not threatening were supported by evidence of
increased visits to schools.)

(b) Responses fitted with expectations of the impact of the program.

Thus, impact was most likely to be reported for areas most closely related to
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82
intervention. For example, many impacts on parents were reported, while
perceived effects on the role of the class teacher or on pupils were very limited.

(c) Respondents provided negative as well as positive judgments, even
when the negative judgments seemed to run counter to the spirit of the
intervention. For example, a majority of teachers expressed negative attitudes
to parents’ involvement in the academic work of the classroom.

(d) Respondents declined to make judgments on a number of issues

(e.g., the perceived impact of the program on parents’ attitudes) as they felt

they were not sufficiently informed to do so. This suggests a seriousness on

their part to provide valid information.

5. The evaluation director consulted with the National Co-ordinator on several
occasions (e.g., regarding ratings of programs at the end of the first year). Because of
her frequent visits, she was very familiar with what was going on in schools. There
were only a few occasions, however, on which there were relatively minor differences
of opinion about scheme activities in schools or about data presented in evaluation
reports.

6. Finally, the evaluators also visited schools and would have noticed if there
had been any serious differences between what respondents noted and what was

actually going on in schools.
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Evaluation Cost

The evaluation budget in the first year was approximately 10% of the overall
cost of the HSCL program. With the extension of the scheme during the second and
third years, and in spite of the extension of resources to the evaluation, the cost of the
evaluation as a proportion of the total program cost decreased. As details of program
costs are not available from the Department of Education, it is not possible to calculate

the final evaluation cost in relation to program costs.
Conclusion

Much of the evaluation effort was directed towards the formation and
development of programs and evaluation strategies were modified as the programs
developed. Sources of infonﬁation for the evaluation included coordinators,
principals, teachers, pupils, and parents and data was obtained through questionnaires,
interviews, observations, and standardized achievement tests. Due to the extension of
the scheme in the second year, six schools were selected for more detailed study
during subsequent years. However, some information was also obtained from all other

schools in the scheme.
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CHAPTER V

SCHOOLS BEFORE THE HSCL SCHEME

Elementary Education Within the Irish Educational System

Under the Irish Constitution, recognition is given to the right and duty of
parents to provide for the education of their children, whether in schools established
and recognized by the State, in private schools, or in their own homes (Galton &
Blyth, 1989). Education is provided free of charge and more than 95 percent of Irish
children receive their primary (elementary) education in schools that are mainly
government funded (Coolahan, 1994).

School attendance is compulsory for children between 6 and 15 years of age
and optional for those over 4 years. However, a majority of four-year-olds (65%) and
almost all five-year-olds are enrolled in primary (elementary) schools (Ireland, 1995).
Part of the explanation for this may be that there is no general state provision for
preschool education. As a result, the curriculum for the first two grades (Junior
infants and Senior infants) incorporates “much of what is considered pre-schooling in
other countries” (Primary Education Review Body, 1990, p. 72). In all, there are eight
grades at primary level and pupils generally transfer to second-level education at 12 or

13 years of age.
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Apart from a small number of large urban centers, Ireland is still largely a rural
country. Based on figures for the 1993-94 school year, a vast majority of schools
(80%) and pupils (60%) were located in areas with fewer than 10,000 inhabitants.

The average enrollment for these “small”™ schools was 116 pupils. Only a tiny
proportion of schools (5%) and one tenth of pupils were located in areas with between
10,000 and 40,000 inhabitants, the average enrollment for these “medium-sized™
schools being 351. The remaining schools and pupils were located in Dublin city (11%
of schools and 22% of pupils) and in other urban areas (i.e., cities of Cork, Galway,
Limerick, Waterford) (4% of schools and 8% of pupils). The average enroliments for
these “large” schools were 311 pupils in Dublin city and 318 pupils in other urban
areas (Kellaghan, Weir, O hUallachain & Morgan, 1995).

Since allocation of resources is based on capitation, a large proportion of
pupils are served by schools that have limited access to additional resources such as
full-time remedial teachers, special education services, or psychological services. The
same applies with respect to the Scheme of Assistance to Schools in Designated Areas
of Disadvantage. During the 1993-94 school year, schools designated as eligible for
assistance under the scheme included only 2.4% of small schools (<118 pupils), but
just over a fifth (21%) of large schools (more than 406 pupils enrolied) and almost a
fifth (18%) of medium-sized schools (118 - 405 pupils) (Kellaghan, Weir, 0

hUallachain & Morgan, 1995).
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The Irish system of education has been described as being highly centralized
with the main roles of policy formulation and administration centered within the
government Department of Education (Coolahar, 1994). Although this is the case,
each primary school is administered and managed by a board of management and thus
exercises a high degree of autonomy (Ireland, 1995) in relation to certain roles and
functions. Each board of management is composed of representatives of teachers,
parents, and nominees of the patron who, in most cases, represents the relevant church
body (Kellaghan, 1985)

Funding for primary schools comes from both national and local sources. It
has been estimated that about 85 percent of the total cost of education in Ireland is
met by government and the remainder by local contributions and student fees
(Coolahan, 1994). At primary level, grants from the government cover a minimum of
two thirds of the cost of building, equipping, maintaining, and renovating primary
schools with the remainder of the cost being met by local contributions. Teachers'
salaries are also paid in full by the government, as is a large part of the operating costs
(Galton & Blyth, 1989).

While it may be argued that power in the Irish educational system has always
been distributed between the center and the periphery (Kellaghan, 1994b), the main
powers of policy formulation have rested completely with central government, with
little input from other sources. The input from parents has traditionally been

particularly limited (O Buachalla, 1988).
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Much of the control exercised by the Minister for Education over primary

schools is applied through Rules for National Schools which were developed by the

Department of Education and under which the Minister has definite powers, including
the power to prescribe curriculum, the qualifications of teachers, the teacher-pupil
ratio, the length of the school day and year, and teachers' salaries. Department of
Education inspectors also monitor teachers’ work and the operation of schools and
provide reports to the minister (Galton & Blyth, 1989). The school board of
management, under the chairmanship of the patron's representative, has the
responsibility to ensure that the school is run in accordance with Departmental rules
and, under these rules, is responsible for the appointment of teachers, the maintenance
of the school and equipment, and the provision of further equipment (Galton & Blyth,
1989). In practice, the school principal generally looks after the daily management and
administration of the school (Galton & Blyth, 1989).

It is in the context of such a centralized system of policy and program
formulation that the HSCL scheme was developed and subsequently introduced to
schools. Invitations to participate in the scheme were issued to schools already
participating in a scheme for disadvantaged schools, and information meetings to
describe the scheme were held with principals and chairpersons of boards of
management.

Given that participation in the HSCL scheme would result in the allocation of

an additional staff member as well as some additional funding, it is not surprising that
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no school declined the invitation to participate. Prior to the introduction of the HSCL
scheme, monitoring of funding allocated to schools for home-school-community
liaison had been minimal and the range and quality of activities, where such activities
occurred at all, varied a great deal (Ireland: Department of Education, 1991). Itis
conceivable that, at the outset, some principals expected to exercise the same degree
of autonomy in relation to resources for the HSCL scheme, for example, in tackling
discipline problems in their schools.

Since schools in the HSCL scheme were located in disadvantaged areas,
relationships between staff and parents tended not to be very strong. Many parents'
own experiences of education had been negative, causing them to avoid contact with
schools as much as possible. In any case, apart from an annual parent-teacher
meeting, schools generally required contact with parents only in relation to some
problem or difficulty, thus further reinforcing the negative perception and experience
of parents. Before parents could become integrated into the life of schools, such
negative attitudes and the fears that they generated would have to be changed.

Primary schools in Ireland have traditionally operated to a large degree in
isolation from the local community. Furthermore, within each school, individual
teachers ténded to maintain responsibility for a specific group of children and to work
independently within a classroom situation. While there has been a shift in educational
policy towards increased school autonomy and accountability during the 1980s and

1990s (Coolahan, 1994), this change has been slow to influence the practices in
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individual schools. Therefore, through its philosophy of empowerment (particularly of
parents) and high emphasis on increased integration of schools into the local
community, the HSCL scheme could be viewed as requiring a radical change in the
operation of Irish primary schools. The imposition of the scheme by the central
Department of Education without consultation with teachers or other relevant groups
was not in keeping with the overall philosophy of empowerment and partnership of the
scheme itself, nor did it create a situation conducive to bringing about the required

changes in schools.

Policy and Practice in Schools in Relation to Parent Involvement
Prior to the Introduction of the HSCL Scheme
Information on home-school structures and relationships in schools prior to the
introduction of the HSCL scheme was obtained in a School Profile that was completed
by school principals upon entry of their school into the scheme. During the first year,
principals of 54 schools provided information (2 principals did not respond) and,
during the second year, principals of all additional schools (n=24) completed the

School Profile.

School Boards of Management

Prior to the introduction of the HSCL scheme, all schools in the scheme had
some basic structures in place to facilitate home-school relationships. All but four had

a board of management with parental representation. In over a fifth (22%) of schools,
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more than half the members of the Board were parents. More commonly, parent
representation was lower with parents constituting between 21 and 50 percent of
Board membership in 64% of schools and less in the remaining schools (14%).

Principals were asked to describe the role of parent members of the Board of
Management in relation to (a) school policy; (b) curriculum; and (c) school rules.
They were also requested to note other matters in relation to which parents had a role.
The responses were coded as passive role (e.g., informed of rules and endorsed them,
supportive), consultative (e.g., discuss and vote, advisory, full participation in
formulation of policy), leading (e.g., sub-groups of parents develop and present
options to the Board), or no role at all.

Principals in a majority of schools (54%) indicated that parent members of the
Board of Management played a consultative role in relation to school policy. In just
over one-tenth of schools (11.5%), parent Board members were said to play a passive
role regarding policy, while in under one-tenth of schools (9%), parent members had
no role. (No response was given for 26% of schools.)

Parent members of the Board had less of a role in relation to curriculum, the
role being described as consultative in just over a fifth of schools (22%), and as
passive in a tenth of schools. Parent Board members had no role regarding curriculum
in just over a quarter of schools (28%). (No response was provided for 40% of
schools.) These findings are perhaps not surprising given that the curriculum for

primary schools is designated by the Department of Education. Schools do, however,
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have some choice in relation to curriculum enrichment activities (e.g., speech, drama,
music, sports) about which parents might be consulted.

Principals reported that parent members of the Board of Management in almost
half the schools (45%) played a consultative role regarding school rules. This role was
described as passive in 15% of schools, while parent members had no role in 8% of
schools. (No information was available for about a third of schools.)

Principals in a small number of schools noted two other school matters in
which parent Board members had a role. These were maintenance (in 17% of schools)
and fundraising (in 13% of schools). It is interesting to note that these were the only
instances in which principals described parents' role as leading (12% of schools for
maintenance and 6% of schools for fundraising). Parents in the remaining schools
were described as having a consultative role in relation to maintenance (5% of

schools) and fundraising (6% of schools).

Parent Committees

In addition to parent representation on Boards of Management, two out of
every five schools had parent committees or associations. The role of such
associations is described as: “to represent the views of parents, to inform parents
about developments in education and in the school, and to foster cooperation between

parents, teachers and school management™ (N ational Parents Council - Primary, 1991).
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In effect, however, the extent to which parent committees play an active part in school
matters varies considerably, particularly in disadvantaged areas.

The most frequently reported role (in 36% of schools) of members of parent
committees was fundraising. This was followed by (in order of frequency): helping
out with school activities, e.g., sports day, field trips, swimming (in about one-eighth
of schools); organization of parent involvement in the school, e.g., library, shop,
supervision of pupils (in about one-eighth of schools); meetings (in 8% of schools);
discussion of school policy, e.g., discipline (in 6% of schools): and maintenance,
pressure groups, and to represent parents on the National Parents' Council (each in

about 1% of schools).

Consultation With Parents

Principals were also asked whether or not parents, other than Board members,
were consulted prior to changes in (a) school policy, (b) curriculum, and (c) rules.
Principals in over one-eighth of schools (15%) stated that parents other than Board
members were “always” consulted prior to changes in school policy. In 40% of
schools, parents were “sometimes” consulted, while in just under 40% of schools
parents were “never” consulted. In the remaining 5% of schools, parents were
“seldom” consulted.

Principals in a vast majority of schools (77%) stated that, apart from Board

members, parents were “never” consulted prior to changes in curriculum. In about
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one-tenth of schools, parents were “sometimes”™ consulted, while in a slightly smaller
proportion (8%), parents were “always” consulted prior to such changes. In a small
number of schools (5%), parents were “seldom” consulted.

Parents other than Board members were “sometimes” consulted .in over a third
(36%) of schools prior to changes in school rules. This was “always” the case in 13%
of schools and “seldom” true in 6% of schools. In less than half the schools (45%),

the general body of parents was “never” consulted prior to changes in school rules.

Parent-Teacher Meetings

Parent-teacher meetings were held in almost all schools (95%) during the
school year prior to the inception of the HSCL scheme. The overall attendance at
these meetings was quite good (see Table 3). It is interesting to note a slight drop in
attendance from the junior middle grades, followed by an increase in the two upper
grades. Parents of pupils in the two lowest grades were reported to be the best
attenders, with parents of pupils in the final grade also attending in large numbers.

From among four reasons given, principals were asked to tick those reasons
that they felt prevented parents/guardians from attending parent-teacher meetings. In
a vast majority of schools (73%) no reason was given by some parents/guardians for
non-attendance. In over half the schools (55%), principals reported that some

parents/guardians could not attend because of work commitments. Lack of a baby-
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sitter was given as a reason for non-attendance in 42% of schools, while, in a third of

schools, parents/guardians gave illness as a reason for non-attendance.

Table 3

Percentages and Numbers of Schools in Which Specified Percentages of Parents/
Guardians Attended Parent-Teacher Meetings by Grade Level*

20%orless  21-40% 41-60% 61-80%  Over 80%

Junior infants 0 0 10 34 56
(n:5) (@:17) (n:28)

Senior infants 0 0 16 28 56
(n:8) (n:14) (n:28)

First grade 0 4 6 40 50
(n:2) (n:3) (n:21) (n:26)

Second grade 0 4 23 32 42
(n:2) (n:13) (n:18) (n:24)

Third grade 0 6 26 30 39
(n:3) (n:14) (n:16) (n:21)

Fourth grade 0 11 22 28 39
(n:6) (n:12) (n:15) (n:21)

Fifth grade 0 11 20 22 46
(n:6) (n:11) (n:12) (n:25)

Sixth grade 0 7 10 31 53
(n:4) (n:6) (n:18) (n:31)

*The numbers reported vary since not all grade levels existed in all schools

The most usual practice was to hold a meeting once or twice in the year.
Meetings were held more frequently for parents of children in grades one and six than
for parents of children in other grades. A likely explanation is that additional meetings
were held to discuss children's preparation for First Communion and Conﬁrmation.

The purposes of parent-teacher meetings were described (in order of frequency) as to
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95
discuss pupil progress (95% of schools), to discuss pupil problems (83% of schools),
preparation for Confirmation (78% of schools), preparation for First Communion
(71% of schools), to inform parents about school procedures (59% of schools), and to
discuss the curriculum (52% of schools). Less frequently cited purposes were to
discuss school problems (34% of schools) or school programs (27% of schools).

Principals in a small number of schools (n=6) also mentioned that issues
relating to school governance (e.g., election to the Board of Management, parents'
council) and policy (e.g., explanation of rules, discussion of discipline policy) were
discussed at such meetings. Principals in a further five schools noted that issues
relating to second-level education were discussed with parents.

In addition to feedback from parent-teacher meetings, parents were given the
opportunity in all schools, with one exception, to discuss their children's work or

problems by appointment with the class teacher.

School-Home Communications

Communication between school and home began at an early stage in the
majority of schools. Almost four-fifths of schools invited parents to visit the school
before their first child started to attend. The number of years for which this had been
the practice ranged from 1 to 22, the average being 8. Ina slightly smaller number of

schools, written information was sent to parents before their first child started school.
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Again, there was variance in the number of years this had been the case, ranging from
1 to 20 years (M=7.4).

Principals were asked to indicate the means through which parents/guardians
were informed of changes in school policy, curriculum, programs, or rules. The most
popular means of communication was a letter from the principal (in 97% of schools),
followed by parent-teacher meetings (in 71% of schools). Information about changes
was also conveyed by letter from the Board of Management (in 30% of schools) or via
parent committee meetings (in 27% of schools).

In all schools (with one exception), there was provision for parents/guardians
to speak to the school principal about a particular problem that they wished to discuss.
In a vast majority of schools (85%), parents/guardians met the principal when
requested to do so. Other arrangements that were noted by principals included (in
order of frequency) that: the principal was always available (in 17% of schools);
school events or meetings (in 10% of schools); availability of principal during specific
time periods (in 4% of schools); meetings in the community (in 4% of schools); and
informal meetings at the school entrance or in the grounds (in 3% of schools).

Written communication with homes was maintained as children progressed
through school. All schools (with one exception) sent reports concerning children’s
work and/or behavior to parents for pupils from second grade upwards. Practically all
schools sent such reports for pupils in grade one also. About a fifth of schools did not

send reports to parents of pupils in the two lowest grades. In most cases, the reports
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were sent once or twice a year, though a small number of schools sent reports more
frequently.

Another procedure employed by schools to encourage parental contact was the
holding of “open days.” About two-thirds of schools organized functions to bring
parents into the school. The most popular function was a play or concert (in about
two-thirds of schools with open days). The next most popular function was sports (in
3 out of 5 schools), followed by invitation to classrooms, prize-giving, display of
children's work, and exhibition of project work, all of which were mentioned by about
a quarter of principals.

Attendance of parents/guardians at open days was lower than that for parent-
teacher meetings (see Table 4). Once again, parents of pupils in the two lowest grades
were reported to be the best attenders. This was followed by a drop in attendance in
accordance with an increase in the grade level, with parents of pupils in the final two
grades being the poorest attenders.

A comparison of the reported attendance’s would seem to indicate that
parents/guardians were more likely to respond to a request to attend a meeting or
function that was directly related to their individual child (e.g., parent-teacher meeting)

than one that was more general (e.g., open day).
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Table 4

Percentages and Numbers of Schools in Which Specified Percentages
of Parents/Guardians Attended Open Days by Grade Level*

20%orless  21-40% 41-60% 61-80%  Over 80%

Junior infants 17 0 17 17 50
(n:6) (n:6) (n:6) (n:18)
Senior infants 17 0 17 17 50
(n:6) ' (n:6) (n:6) (n:18)
First grade 18 0 18 24 41
(n:6) (n:6) (n:8) (n:14)
Second grade 22 6 14 31 28
(n:8) (n:2) (n:5) (n:11) (n:10)
Third grade 22 14 19 25 19
(n:8) (n:5) (n:7) (n:9) (@:7)
Fourth grade 27 15 21 21 18
(n:9) (n:5) @:7) (n:7) (n:6)
Fifth grade 30 18 15 18 18
(n:10) (n:6) (n:5) (n:6) (n:6)
Sixth grade 27 21 18 15 18
(n:9) @:7) (n:6) (n:5) (n:6)

*The numbers reported vary since not all grade levels existed in all schools

Parent Rooms

About two-fifths (41%) of schools had a room for use by pareats. Of these
schools, a majority (n=17) had a parents' room for 2-4 years, just over a quarter (n=9)
had the room for 5 years, and the remaining 6 schools had the room for 6 to 10 years.

The most popular activities that had been held in parents’ rooms were parent
committee meetings (in almost a third of schools) and coffee mornings (in a fifth of

schools). In smaller percentages of schools, lectures, classes, or courses for parents
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were also held in the parents' room. These included (in order of frequency) classes
related to the school curriculum (in 16 schools); art and craft, flower arrangement,
knitting, sewing (in 13 schools); cookery, nutrition, budgeting, home management (in
11 schools); personal development, assertiveness, spiritual and human development (in
9 schools); adult education courses, e.g., French, English, literacy, numeracy,
computers (in 4 schools); and parenting, child development, or health and medical
talks (in 3 or fewer schools).

Among other activities that took place in parents' rooms were school-related
meetings (in 7 schools) and meetings of community groups (in 6 schools).

In two out of every five schools, teachers availed of the parents' room to make
contact with parents. Most frequently, the reason teachers went to the room was to
discuss their class group with parents. Less frequently, they dropped in for a chat or

attended social activities.

Parent Involvement in Schools

Parents in most schools (4 out of 5) also provided assistance in the work of the
school, particularly in extra-curricular activities. The most common activity of parents
involved helping on school outings (at junior-grade level in 64% of schools, at middle-
grade level in 49% of schools, and at senior-grade level in 30% of schools). Parent
involvement in other activities was considerably less frequent. Further, it generally

decreased from junior to senior grades. Parent activities included helping with craft
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work in the classroom (in 12% of schools at junior and middle grades and in 6% at
senior grades) and with playground supervision (in 10% of schools at junior level, in
9% at middle level, and in 5% at senior level). In about one-eighth of schools, parents
helped in the school library. In a small number of schools, parents took small groups

of children for reading and, in one school, they took them for mathematics.

Home Visits

While many schools offered opportunities for parents to come into the school,
teacher visits to pupils’ homes to talk to parents were not very common. Of the 16
schools (20%) for which this practice was reported, the visits were made only once a
year, usually at the discretion of individual teachers. One exception was a junior
school for which the principal reported that teachers visited pupils' homes on a
monthly basis. There was great variance between schools regarding the number of
years for which this had been the practice, the range being from 3 to 15 years

(M=8.06; SD=3.75).

Conclusion

These analyses indicate that some basic structures to deal with home-school
relationships were in place in all schools prior to the introduction of the HSCL
scheme. Some schools had relatively few structures and all probably needed to expand

the range of activities in which they were engaged. The structures were mainly related
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to school governance and communication between school and home. Parents were
also involved in some schools in extra-curricular activities. Parents had little
involvement in situations closer to the learning-teaching situation (either at home or at

school). Involvement by schools with community organizations was not common.
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CHAPTER VI
IMPLEMENTATION OF HSCL PROGRAMS IN SCHOOLS
School-based Activities

This chapter describes activities in schools during the three years of the
evaluation of the HSCL scheme. Information about the functioning of HSCL
programs in schools was obtained for each school from a School Profile completed by
school principals, Progress Records completed by coordinators, and interviews with
coordinators and principals. The descriptions presented here are based on analyses of

those data.

Activities in the First Year

The analysis of activities during the first year of the scheme involved
calculating the number of separate activities in which each school was engaged. These
activities ranged from informal contacts with parents (e.g., chatting with them on the
street) to formal training sessions designed to enable parents to work with a teacher in
the classroom. In all, 369 separate activities were recorded.

The results of these analyses formed the basis for the selection of six schools
for more detailed study during the second and third years of the evaluation (see
Chapter IV). As such, no further analyses of activities were completed.

102
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Activities in the Second Year

This section contains descriptions of the provision of courses and activities in
78 elementary schools, the types of leadership roles adopted by parents within schools
in the HSCL scheme, and teachers' descriptions of the activities (in the six selected

schools) in which they were involved with parents.

Courses and Activities

Coordinators were asked to list the courses and activities offered to parents in
each school they served. Certain kinds of courses and activities had proven to be more
popular than others. Table 5 contains a list of the courses and activities that were
reported for more than 10% of elementary schools. These were designed to develop
parents’ general skills in four categories (in order of frequency): involvement of
parents in their children's education; parents' own development; parenting; and home
management.

Courses and activities related to the involvement of parents in their children's
education were offered in almost all schools (n=72). These included classes in
English, Irish, mathematics, and oral Irish aimed at helping parents to help their
children with school work (n=41) and paired-reading programs (n=23). In addition,
parents also became involved in a wide range of activities in schools. The most

popular of these were parents assisting in the classroom (n=27), attending First
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Table §

Most Popular* Courses and Activities for Parents in Elementary Schools
During the Second Year

Number of Schools
Course/Activity (n: 78)
Parent involvement in children’s education 72"
Classes in English, Irish, Mathematics, Oral Irish (to help
with homework) 4]
Parents assisted in classroom 27
Parents involved in paired-reading program 23
First Communion/Confirmation meetings 16
Parents helped with school/class library 12
Courses to develop parents 69"
Self-development courses 48
Personal development 30
Relaxation 12
Coping skills/stress management/assertiveness 11
Leisure courses 68
Crafts/sewing/knitting 32
Aerobics/keep fit/dancing/yoga 26
Swimming 16
Art/painting 10
Parent education 20
Computer course 10
Parenting 56*
Parenting/teen parenting 42
Parenting and sex 16
Talks for parents on drug/solvent abuse 12
Talks on Stay Safe program 9
Home management courses 56"
Cookery/microwave cookery 40
Health programs 21
First aid/safety in the home 11
Home management 9

* those reported for more than 10% of schools

*There is overlap in the numbers of courses/activities per category as some schools
offered more than one course or activity in a given category.
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