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Background

Carlogie School is a relatively new school to the east of the
coastal town of Carnoustie. The school was opened in 1976
to cater for the large number of private houses being built.
The school has a roll of 470 including a nursery class and a
unit for children with special educational needs.

With the appointment of a new Head Teacher a large number
of approaches were made to the school by parents and staff
regarding the continuance or alteration of various existing
practices. The Senior Management Team were concerned
that parents had not been sufficiently informed or involved
meaningfully in a number of issues directly affecting them
and their children. In order to remedy this situation, we
needed to know what parents thought about a number of
issues e.g. communication between the school and home,
whether parents felt welcome when they came into school etc.
If we were to gain the co-operation and respect of parents and
bring about improvements in relationships and practice we
needed to access the views of all parents.

It was decided to devise a questionnaire using our own criteria
and aspects of the MVA surveys. This was discussed with
staff then issued to each parent. Examples of the types of
question were:-

The techniques of communication between home and school
are satisfactory. Yes No Don’t Know

Do you agree that the school should make it easy for the
parents to visit and consult with the school? Yes No
Don’t Know

General Aims of Current
Affairs

Initially we were anxious to gather evidence on parental
opinion regarding specific school related issues, to find if both
parents felt the same about the school or whether there were
differences between the male views and the female. We
wanted to identify areas where improvements and changes
could be made quickly in the interest of both pupils and
parents. This process, begun in 1989 is on-going and is how
concerned with the following :-

« to continue to provide the opportunity for parents and
school users to voice their opinions and, where
practicable, to bring about some desired changes and
improvements.
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 to consult with pupils on a range of issues.

« to further refine, develop and improve aspects of school life

related to communication, mutual understanding and ethos.

Methods/Strategies

As the school had over 600 parents and it was difficult, if not

impossible to interview every parent, it was decided to issue a
written questionnaire to each parent. The questionnaire would

reflect issues raised by staff as well as individual parents and

parents groups such as the P.T.A. Example issues were ease

of access to the school for parents, and asking parents to come
into school.

The questionnaire was devised by the Senior Management
Team. Questions were culled from various sources and

adapted to suit our needs. We asked the respondents to state

whether they were male or female to enable us to try to discern
any possible gender patterns.

On the whole, the sexes tended to agree although there were

two major exceptions. 78% of mothers were happy with the
communications from the school while only half (51%) of the

fathers were.

Also 77% of mothers but only 48% of fathers said they were
happy to volunteer to help in the school if they had the time.

Fathers were also slightly more interested in computing and

maths as opposed to mothers, but the differences were very
small.

Issues & Problems Identified

It was judged important that every parent be given the
opportunity to comment.
With a survey of this size, there were major problems related to

construction and an attempt was made to balance ‘closed type

questions’ (e.g. questions requiring a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ or rating scale
questions) with ‘open questions’. No staff member was

particularly qualified in the field of research techniques and
therefore the exercise was very much a learning experience for
all concerned. There arose the usual doubts regarding the

reliability of some questions and responses although, because
of the size of the sample, we regarded the views expressed as
having a high level of validity.

Although the actual gathering of data using this technique was
not difficult, the physical process of data collation was time

consuming. Evenings and weekends and the invaluable help of

partners were used to collate the data. Data analysis was not
easy where open questions were involved and it was certainly

quite difficult to be objective or interpret the information in a

meaningful and helpful way.
The data was processed by the SMT taking the information and

totalling responses and converting them to percentages of the

returns or where more general points had been raised, by listing
the range and frequency of particular responses.
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Making Sense of the Findings

Who analysed ?

Again the SMT carried out this task. Where certain trends had
been clearly identified, comment was made on this.

One comment which arose quite often was:-

“Better access to any teacher - not just with head or deputy.”
This clearly required reviewing and communicating the
procedure since parents can have access to any teacher they
wish to see. The best way to proceed is to arrange an
appointment through the school office. The best time to
arrange appointments is usually at the end of the day. At least
we now understood there was a problem here from the parents'
view.

How was feedback given ? And to whom ?

This was given by producing a report. This was issued to all
school staff and discussed at staff meetings. The report was
available to all parents who wanted it and issues were
highlighted in newsletters e.g.

Homework

AIM: To improve the homework system so that it is more
flexible. It should meet the needs of children and parents as
well as not being an overbearing restriction on the many other
activities and pastimes in which children become involved.
The regularity of homework should then be a matter for you and
your child’s particular set of circumstances.

The idea is that homework assignments will be given out in
advance allowing several days for its completion. This way,
children can either do it all in one go or phase it over several
evenings. Further details of the scheme will appear in the new
School Information Booklet, due out in January.

The bad news is that P1-3 will still have reading to do at home
most nights.

The report was also discussed with the School Board.

Action

A number of issues requiring attention were planned and have
been implemented. These included a number of ‘fix it items’
such as the girls being given the option of wearing summer
dresses and improving the school newsletters by including
small pictures or cartoons, changing types and size of fonts and
trying to make the articles brief and interesting. Work related to
attitudes and altering and improving existing practice in such
things as communication and parent access to teachers has
been on-going since the survey. Noticeable improvements in
the attitudes of both staff and parents have resulted. We also
planned to continue to carry out further surveys but in a more
focused and manageable way.
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or any queries please contact: Gina Reddie, Administrator,
Scottish Schools Ethos Network, Moray House Institute of
Education, Heriot-Watt University, Holyrood Road,
Edinburgh, EH8 8AQ, Tel: 0131-558 6378
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To complement the parent views, children were also surveyed,
but so far, only in P7. As well as covering general school topics
their survey focused on school trips to London, France and the
Adventure Holiday, primary /secondary links (whether they felt
they knew enough about their secondary school) and their
reactions to the sex education programme they had
undertaken. Their views were very interesting and also helped
us to realise that in areas where we felt we were doing well,
there was still room for improvement.

Flyers were produced to cover specific aspects which were
highlighted in the survey as areas where the parents felt they
were lacking in knowledge e.g. Learning and Teaching, Action
against Bullying, Support for Learning, Homework Policy, 5-14
Development, Assessment Policy etc. These were issued to all
families and are now given to all new entrants.

A smaller survey of parent views was conducted 2 years later.

Evaluation

The initial survey proved very positive for both the teachers and
parents. From the parents’ point of view, the survey offered the
first opportunity for them to be consulted and involved
meaningfully in the way the school was run. Teachers gained a
new understanding of parents' views.

Improvement is now seen as a continuing process which needs
to be worked on all the time and requires all the interested
parties to participate.

Proof of this came with the results of the smaller survey two
years later when there was a marked improvement in the
responses to the areas we had targeted.

Practical Suggestions

As far as the process goes, there is no way to do this but give it
a try. There are no right and wrong approaches, only the
approach that suits you best. Having said that, it is probably
better to start off on a small scale and be very focused
because, with experience, one does become better at
construction and ensuring a higher reliability and validity. At the
end of the day, if the outcome does not result in some action
which improves the quality of learning and teaching and the
quality of relationships between home and school, then serious
consideration requires to be given to the need for the exercise
in the first place.

In Carlogie school we know that by asking the views of the
parents and older children we have been able to focus on the
greatest worries and try to bring about an improvement. As a
result while we are not anywhere near perfect, we have a
school where parents are welcome and they know this. They
are not afraid to come into school and if they wish to see a
teacher, this is speedily arranged. The parents are made to
feel part of the school and they support the school very
strongly. We are aware that it is only by constantly checking
and asking that we can make the school an open and friendly
place.




