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				The Meaning of Partnership
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				For many years now, good practice in services for young children has included a strong focus on bringing together the different parts of their life. In particular, practitioners within early years provision – the full range of group settings and the childminding service – have been expected to work closely with families. 

				Partnership within early years practice

				The non-negotiable nature of partnership with parents is made clear in early years guidance across the UK. Establishing and maintaining close contact with young children’s families is a professional obligation. This book is linked to the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS): the 0 – 5 framework for England. However, the approach to good practice is consistent with principles which apply across the UK. For instance, the Care Commission in Scotland announced in 2009 that the focus in inspection will shift to reflect the details of the government’s Early Years Framework. Part of this development is a greater emphasis on how settings actively involve parents and other family carers in their children’s early learning, including any identified needs.

				The importance of partnership with parents is discussed throughout the EYFS materials and is prominent in the Statutory framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage, the publication that lays out what must be done. One of the overarching aims of the EYFS is that of, ‘Creating the framework for partnership working between parents and professionals, and between all the settings that a child attends’ (Statutory Framework, page 7). So partnership is located positively within the obligation to ensure that a young child’s life does not end up fragmented. The clear, professional responsibility is to make active connections between the home and setting on behalf of the child.

				Partnership is raised within each of the four guiding themes of the EYFS: A Unique Child, Positive Relationships, Enabling Environments and Learning and Development. But it is especially highlighted within the context of relationships with the focus on, ‘Loving and secure relationships with parents and/or a key person’. The commitments of this theme are, ‘focussed around respect; partnership with parents; supporting learning; and the role of the key person’ (Statutory Framework, page 9).

				Partnership over children

				Effective practice recognises that partnership is a continual process, not something that can be established, like a one-off project, and then left alone. Partnership working relies on practitioners’ relationships with a child’s family, most often with the parent(s). The central aspects of the partnership therefore have to cover the following practice issues:

				
						Good, personal communication is crucial from the outset; from the time a parent makes an enquiry about your provision. Your relationship becomes established through the early conversations, as you explain what you offer and then, when the parent wants to take up a place, the further details,. 

						You work in partnership with a parent in order to ease the transition as a child settles into your provision. This process will include some joint time together with the baby or child in your home, as a childminder, or an agreed minimum time for a parent to stay with their child in a group setting. 

						The settling in process is for the emotional well being of both parent and child. But it is also for a childminder, or the key person in a group setting, to begin to build a personal understanding of this baby or child. Although you aim to be flexible, it would not be good practice to agree to next to no settling in time, perhaps because parents say they have inflexible work commitments or they cannot see the point.

						A welcome for parents to stay occasionally with their  (now settled) child or to arrive early to join the group for tea. This kind of open welcome is also a very clear message to all parents that their child is safe and  happy with you. You have no reservations about the unscheduled arrival of a parent.

						Easy communication – between parents and  practitioners as equals - about a baby or child’s  day and regular descriptive updates on an  individual child’s development. Regular  conversation will be the way for anyone  to raise any concerns - sooner rather than later - about a child’s physical  or emotional wellbeing, aspects of  their development, or pattern  of behaviour.

						Again, regular conversation will  be the first option for practitioners  to respond to queries or confusions  from individual parents about what  you do, how and why. Similar  questions from several parents  could let you know that there is a  more general need for information  and explanation. 

						Good partnership includes a friendly end to the working relationship, as well as the beginning. A family’s childminder or key person in a nursery should offer support for transition of the child and family from your provision and, as appropriate, onto the next provider or setting. 
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				Links to your practice

				Think over what you do within your practice that you ‘count’ as partnership. 

				
						The main focus for partnership needs to be on good communication and positive relations with individual parents. Do you give yourself credit for the effort you put into ordinary daily exchanges with a child’s family?

						Childminders have much in common with the approach of a child’s key person within a group setting. However, if you work from your own family home, you will not offer the range of events that might be organised by a nursery.

						Large settings, such as children’s centres, aim to bring some services onto their site. However, this ambition is unrealistic for settings like a private day nursery or playgroup. 

						Are you evaluating yourself against a sensible pattern for your particular service?
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				Food for thought

				The essence of good practice is not so much the particular approach to the involvement side of partnership, but how practitioners develop an initiative and how they behave towards families. It is also crucial to keep a firm hold on positive experiences for babies and children. For instance:

				
						It would be irresponsible to develop a wide range of daytime events for parents, if that required taking practitioners away from the children. 

						A welcome for parents within the day may have to be balanced against the impossibility for practitioners to share their attention between a young child and an emotionally needy parent. 

						A wish to be flexible in meeting the needs of parents has to be balanced against the likely consequences for young children if that preference will create an unpredictable pattern of attendance from the child’s perspective.
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				Partners – equal yet different

				The main feature of partnership working is that the different parties to the relationship feel equally valued, respected and able to be heard. Equal partners do not occupy exactly the same role in a child’s life. 

				
						Parents should be in a different relationship with their own children, in comparison with practitioners. Parents are more emotionally involved with their own children and looking ahead to a very long relationship. 

						Parents and other family members need to be the continuity in children’s life. Even young girls and boys, who have the good fortune to stay happily with the same nursery throughout their early childhood, will leave eventually. Children can have an even longer relationship with their childminder and some continue throughout their primary school years. 

				

				It is not a partnership if one side – parent or practitioner – believes they can simply direct the other person in the details of what to do or not do. However, neither does it feel like a partnership, if one side feels overawed or intimidated by the other. Young children can get lost as a consequence of either extreme.

				
						An imbalanced, one-way exchange can develop in provision where practitioners do the talking and parents are expected to listen and agree. 

						Parents may appear to be content with this pattern – and silence is taken as agreement. However, they may feel intimidated or have no experience that makes them question practitioners’ behaviour. Alternatively, parents may judge that they cannot easily vote with their feet and find alternative provision. 

						On the other hand, an imbalance can also develop when individual practitioners, or a whole team, have misunderstood the nature of partnership. I have listened to uneasy practitioners who believe that partnership requires agreement with just about whatever a parent asks. 

						Some parents may be happy to take the approach that they are paying customers of a service and can ask for a highly personalised version of good quality care. On the other hand, a mother may simply be following an invitation to, ‘Please tell me what you would prefer for Andreas’. Further conversation shows that she is very open to discussion. 
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				Links to your practice

				You can be genuinely flexible when you, and your colleagues in a team, are clear about those areas of practice on which you cannot be flexible. 

				Sometimes, the best (and professional) option is to avoid giving a quick ‘yes’ or ‘no’. You might say to a parent, ‘Thank you for explaining that you would prefer … Let me think about that. I will get back to you tomorrow.’ 

				It may not feel comfortable, but sometimes you need to say that you are not willing to meet the request that Tamara, just three years of age, is given writing practice every day. You give a professional reason: this activity is unrealistic for her age and will disrupt, rather than build literacy skills. You also offer any compromise that would be compatible with good practice – encouragement for meaningful mark making and more detailed feedback to Tamara’s parent about her progress, which are directly relevant to sensible foundations for literacy. 
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				Respect and partnership

				Parents are people who happen to have children. Early years practitioners are fellow adults who work with children. It is unacceptable for either group to make sweeping statements about the other. However, practitioners have an additional responsibility as a professional; you should ensure that parents and other family carers are treated as individuals. 

				
						It is not good practice to say, even in the limits of a team meeting, ‘If only all the parents could be like Jamal’s mother – she is so easy to talk with’. A responsible discussion goes far beyond a wish list. What is it about Jamal’s mother that practitioners find ‘easy’? How can they take the responsibility for creating that feeling with some other parents?

						It would be very unprofessional to generalise from unhappy experiences with one or two parents to a criticism of ‘the parents’ as a whole. Practitioners need to think, or challenge each other to rethink statements like, ‘The parents here are always complaining’. Produce some examples: whose parent, about what, and how was the situation resolved?

						Nor is it professional to talk about handling ‘difficult’ parents, as if the label is fully justified. What do you experience as ‘difficult’ in your exchanges with this individual parent? What is the problem from your perspective as well as from theirs? How could you resolve this situation and what help might you appreciate from a colleague or advisor?

				

				Who are ‘parents’?

				Good reflective practice leads you to check your assumptions. You may realise that you and your colleagues never wished to make anyone feel less than welcome. However, your practice is not as inclusive as you hoped and believed. No aspect of inclusion is ever resolved by claiming, ‘But we treat all parents the same’. Full partnership recognises differences and you adjust your practice appropriately. 

				The word ‘parent’ means father just as much as mother, but sometimes fathers can feel less noticed or invited. There is no reason to suppose that you intended this consequence, but has your approach, timing or the way you describe events created the impression that you assume mothers will be your focus? You can recognise, and allow for, broad gender differences without sliding into an inappropriate one size fits all for every father. 

				Over recent decades, men as fathers have become considerably more involved in the daily life of their babies and young children. However, many children are still mainly cared for by their mother. The early years workforce, and to a lesser extent the primary school workforce, is predominantly female. It is no use pretending that this visually obvious feature is unlikely to have any impact on the adults involved. Studies of partnership and fathers (Kahn, 2005 and Saunders et al, 2009) caution against any sweeping assumptions about fathers in general and reasons why (if) they are less ‘involved’ than mothers of young children. 

				Shared care systems within some families mean that several adults take a significant role within the life of a child who attends your nursery or comes to your home as a childminder. Practitioners need to understand how this family works and to respect the dynamics of a shared care family pattern – so long as it is working well for the children. However, your professional responsibility is to focus on the child and to ensure that communication is clear with parents. It is responsible to make clear that you need to know the family member who picks up a young child. Also you may take a different view about the minimum age that you judge it is safe for an older sibling to take a brother or sister in the daily transition from your responsibility to that of the family. 

				Some grandparents have an active role in the life of their grandchildren and sometimes this includes taking care of young children routinely. Early years practitioners may need to relate to a grandfather or grandmother (or other close relative) who regularly brings or picks up a child. Some grandparents take full responsibility for their grandchildren, because their adult son or daughter is unable to take care of the children – on a temporary or longer term basis.

				Some children are not in the care of their immediate birth family, nor living with members of their extended family. These children have become the responsibility of the local authority, with the status of ‘looked-after children’. The children may return to their birth family, but it will depend on the circumstances. For the time being your partnership has to be with their foster carer(s) or their key person in a residential children’s home (less likely with young children). Talk with this fellow practitioner and make sure you understand how the child refers to them – by personal name or that the child likes to use a family title such as ‘Auntie’. Ensure that you understand the child’s relationship with any other children in the home – are they siblings or not?
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				Links to your practice

				Every staff member in contact with families has to behave in line with the values of building positive relationships. For instance, it would undermine claims of working in partnership, if the manager of a day nursery ignored the fact that the cook was grumpy with any parents she encountered. 

				Millom Children’s Centre recognised the important role of the receptionist of a busy, large centre. They reflected on the nature of the task and realised that at its core the role is about engaging and welcoming people ‘in’ to the centre. 
The person at the desk in the reception gives families their first impression of your setting. S/he sets the tone of welcome, and is a source of reliable information as families become more familiar. Also that person is likely to hear a great deal – the chat as families come through, and their comments as they emerge from a workshop. 

				The person in reception has a vital role for talking and listening to parents, for picking up what people are really saying. So it is important to recognise how this role contributes to the development of trust, and ensure that there is appropriate support for the role. 
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				Links to your practice

				The Pre-school Learning Alliance (www.pre-school.org.uk/fathers) encourages group settings to do ‘The Dad Challenge’, by keeping an accurate tally for a week of the family members who actually come to the setting. The PLA reports that there are often more fathers involved in drop-off and pick-up than teams predict. 

				I support this practical suggestion and add my own thoughts:

				
						How many fathers, and other male family carers, do you actually see within a typical week? 

						Does the child’s key person always greet fathers, as well as mothers?

						As the key person, can you think of something personal (not confidential) you know about this child’s father - something that is a basis for friendly informal conversation? Is it easier to come up with a personal interest for the mother?
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				Hard to reach or overlooked?

				Alma Harris and Janet Goodall (2007), in their review of practice in schools, raised the issue that some parents are categorised by professionals as ‘hard to reach’. They pointed out that the perspective of some parents was that it was their children’s school and the staff who were ‘hard to reach’. Helen Wheeler and Joyce Connor (2009) acknowledged that some families live in circumstances that can make it harder to work closely with them. However, they describe how, in their Parents, Early Years and Learning (PEAL) training, they aim to find alternatives to the phrase ‘hard to reach’. The phrase has come to be used very loosely to cover any family who appears to participate less, or is hard to persuade to get involved with what services currently chose to offer. 

				For example

				Pound Park Children’s Centre has applied an idea from the Pen Green Centre in Corby of undertaking socio-spatial mapping. This approach is to plot the postcodes of families who come to the centre for any services or special events. It is then possible to identify any gaps on an actual map of the local neighbourhood. 

				The team then reflect on how those gaps might have arisen and what could be done to gain a more even spread of involvement. The centre also has an Outreach Worker who makes contact with vulnerable families who are referred. Home visits are the vehicle for supporting these families, alerting them to suitable local services and encouraging their use of facilities based at the centre.

				Age is sometimes felt to be an issue that complicates partnership. Parents may be close in years to their child’s key person or childminder, but they could also be noticeably older or younger. Adults can become parents at very different ages – for the first or second time around. Your professional response needs to be consistent, whatever the parent’s age, your own age and the extent of any gap. It is professional to avoid assumptions, which means you need to be honest with yourself. 

				
						Is this parent being patronising, because she is quite a few years older than you? Or are you being over-sensitive, because you expect her to dismiss your expertise? Or is it a mismatch between her and your personality and age is irrelevant?

						Is this younger parent really being dismissive of you as  ‘old-fashioned’? Or are you interpreting her or his wish to ‘think about’ your suggestions as a swift rejection? 

				

				Being even-handed in partnership is not the same as treating all parents and family carers as if they are the same. It is good practice sometimes to aim directly at a particular group, when you have good reason to believe they could feel overlooked. Some early years provision has become aware that grandparents are closely involved in the life of their grandchildren and would welcome greater involvement in their early years provision. The same principles apply as for all partnership: talk with family carers who are grandparents and build a relationship with them through daily contact. 

				Once you get to know grandparents as individuals, you will have a basis for considering what they might welcome or like to offer within other forms of involvement. However, reflect on any unchecked expectations - from you or colleagues, if you work in a team. 

				
						Do some quick sums in your head if you are thinking about childhood memories that grandparents may be able to share. Is what you have in mind more likely to be history than memory for this person?

						Avoid assuming that most people of grand parenting age will be skilled in ‘traditional’ crafts like knitting or growing vegetables. ‘Older’ women, of any cultural background, will not necessarily be good cooks and some ‘older’ men have never been able to put up a safe shelf.

						Alternatively, ensure any general ‘we would welcome some help with … anyone who knows about … anyone who is able to …’ are worded so that any family member is clearly included.

				

				You will sometimes develop an event that is deliberately aimed at one group of parents or other family members – then choose a title that makes that focus clear. Wendy Scott (2009) reported on Ashbrow Infant and Nursery School in Huddersfield. Among the many aspects of active parent involvement was a fathers’ group, known as ‘Men Behaving Dadly’, who amongst other projects had built an outdoor shelter in the children’s garden.

				Some local organisations and children’s centres have developed drop-in sessions particularly for grandparents who are the main weekday carer of their grandchild(ren). Until you have successful word-of-mouth promotion, organisers need to think about how to promote the session. It is important to check your beliefs about what may be causing a low turnout. 

				
						I have read reports of initiatives in which practitioners believed that grandparents could have no previous experience of drop-in groups. However, informal sessions like one-o’clock clubs were established in some areas by the mid-1970s, and even more by the early 1980s. Some parents from those decades are now grandparents. 

						Another initiative was puzzled by the lack of response, but had illustrated their leaflet with an image of what the family support worker described as ‘an elderly couple’. The report did not reproduce the image, but it does not sound inviting. Additionally, people who had their own children relatively young could easily be a grandparent by their early forties.

						However, it is possible that adults of grand parenting age may feel unenthusiastic in a group where everyone is significantly younger. Maturity in years does not necessarily bring increased self confidence. 
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				Food for thought

				Good early years practice is sensitive to the messages communicated by what is on your walls, including the visual images. It should be easy and immediate for any family to see themselves reflected in the resources you make available for children, and in any photos that are displayed.

				However, in partnership, as in any other aspect of professional practice, a range of diverse images is not enough on its own. The Pre-school Learning Alliance and the Fatherhood Institute are both good sources for photos and posters that feature men as family carers. But, as both these organisations make clear, fathers will not feel more involved or consulted about their children just because a poster has been fixed to the wall. 

				In the same way, there is limited point in fixing up a multilingual ‘Welcome’ poster, if practitioners do not learn any of these words of greeting. Do you know which languages on the bought poster are actually spoken by families whose children currently attend your provision? There is no magical approach of partnership by poster.
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				Links to your practice

				Some very young mothers, and fathers, are supported by their own parents in the parenting task. This relationship may work very well, but early years practitioners can get caught in the middle. 

				
						Perhaps a young parent has become increasingly confident that she should make decisions about her toddler. However, her own mother has become accustomed to parenting a grandchild as well as her adolescent daughter. 

						You may have to negotiate changes in the relationship over the time of your partnership. Alternatively, perhaps the young mother wants to use entry to nursery or the home of a childminder as a fresh start for taking the main responsibility for her child.

						Your aim as the key person is preferably to create the strongest family link with a child’s parent. So even in a three-way settling in period, make sure that you talk directly to the young parent and continue to invite her (or his) opinions and insight into the baby or toddler. 

						You need to be diplomatic when other family members have been, or still are, significant carers. Perhaps you agree with Gemma’s suggestion that her baby is ready for more than milk. That decision should not be overturned because the baby’s grandparent disagrees. 
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				Partnership via others?
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				In some cases, you will not have direct, regular contact with a child’s parent or other family member. Perhaps there is another early years practitioner ‘between’ your setting and the family, for instance a childminder or the nanny employed by this family (or an au pair). You need to work in partnership with this other key carer in the child’s life. 

				
						So long as you have a clear agreement with everyone concerned, you can send some contact materials to the family via their childminder or nanny. 

						A daily diary might travel this way, especially since your fellow practitioner needs to top and tail the record of the day. Standard letters or newsletters for all parents could be passed on by this route.

						However, more personal conversation about individual children, including any concerns, has to be communicated directly to their parent(s). You could use conventional post, email or talking on the telephone – all contact details that you should have from first meeting the parent. 

						Clear requests of a need to talk could go by the same routes, as well as texting. It would not usually be appropriate to send this kind of message via someone else. 

				

				For example

				Some provision offers transport for children to get between home and the setting. This facility is often very welcome when children have severe disabilities and especially if parents have to get other children to a different place. 

				In Petts Wood Playgroup for children with special needs the mini bus driver and escort are an important part of contact with some families. The role of these volunteers is to ensure good communication with parents with details about their child’s time today at the playgroup session. A contact book also travels to and fro and gives a written description of what a child has done and any issues about their health and wellbeing. These are not the only channels of communication, since parents are welcome to telephone the playgroup leader and to come to the termly open mornings. 
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				Food for thought

				‘Parents’ is a useful general term, but you need to behave as if it is always ‘parents and other family carers’. It is unwieldy to keep saying, or writing, this phrase; but it is professional to keep thinking about different adults who take a parental role. 

				The main point is to avoid making assumptions. You cannot know everything about a family; that is why you need to have friendly conversations. A good rule of thumb remains: ‘If in doubt, ask’. 

				It is not always easy to judge a family member’s likely age. Once someone is well into their adult years, you are probably better to guess ‘younger’. If it is not soon clear from conversation, then find out with, ‘I’m Marissa. I don’t think we’ve met. Excuse me asking, are you Tom’s Dad?’ 

				An additional advantage of asking families for photos that you can laminate (as one of the tangible links with home) is that this store in a child’s personal basket may solve your problem. You will be able to say, ‘I’m Neela and I recognise you from your picture. You’re Morag’s Auntie Peg. She loves looking at the photo of you and her feeding the ducks.’
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				Links to your practice

				If you want a flexible session to feel inclusive of different family members, then it is wise to think about what you call the event. 

				
						‘Parent and toddler drop-in’ is going to sound as if the organisers only have actual parents in mind. 

						‘Sums for Mums’ is a snappy title for an early maths workshop, but it risks sounding as if mothers are the main, or only, target. 

						Think about other possible descriptions, perhaps ‘Stay and play’, ‘Yes, everyone can do maths!’ or ‘Paint and chat’. 

						Then it is important that every person who walks through the door is actively welcomed. Practitioners need to take the lead on this warmth. 

				

				The importance of home learning

				Various official reports and guidance emphasise the importance of family and home life in early childhood, as well as good  quality experiences in out-of-home provision. This approach  for good practice is confirmed as a professional obligation  within the EYFS: 

				Close working between early years practitioners and parents is vital for the identification of children’s learning needs and to ensure a quick response to any area of particular difficulty. Parents and families are central to a child’s well being and practitioners should support this important relationship by sharing information and offering support for extending learning in the home.(Statutory Framework page 10)

				One long-term study, the Effective Provision of Pre-school Education (EPPE) identified a strong influence of the home learning environment (HLE) on young children’s intellectual and social development and has tracked the continued impact through those children’s primary school  years. The team developed a measure  of HLE from what parents said they  did with their young children.  These shared activities included  reading to and with the children, singing, going to the library and  other local visits, painting and  drawing and playing with letters and numbers. 

				The home learning environment was,  and continued to be, more significant  for the child’s development and school achievement than using predictions  from the family’s social class or the  parents’ own educational level.  In different reports the EPPE team  describe the situation as ‘what parents  do with their children is more important  than who parents are’. 

				The overwhelming practical lesson of the  EPPE research is that any approach to  encouraging parents’ engagement in their children’s learning has to lead from a genuine respect for how family life runs. 

				
						Initiatives to support home learning will not be well received if the underlying message is that parents do nothing much with their children until persuaded by early years professionals. 

						A starting point needs to be that professionals show themselves willing to hear about and understand what parents do at home – often more than early years or school practitioners realise (Brookner, 2002). 

						With knowledge of family learning – often gained by informal conversation - practitioners are then in an appropriate position to make connections between what they do in their early years provision and what parents could do, or are already doing, at home and in their own way.

						Sometimes parents are doing much more than they believe, because they do not classify domestic and other shared activities as ‘proper learning’. Early years practitioners need to explain how important skills, such as early literacy and numeracy, flourish in the meaningful context of making real shopping lists or laying the table for a family meal. 

						On the basis of their knowledge of child development, practitioners can be valuable in sharing realistic expectations, for instance about early social skills and the limited ability of very young children to ‘share’, in ways that adults mean that word. 

						A childminder or key person may be in a good position to chat about a topic that has been covered in the national media, such as boys and literacy. This opportunity may be perfect for a few suggestions about the kind of books that Ansel enjoys in the setting, and that he is definitely  interested in information books and action stories.
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				Food for thought

				Reviews of research (like Harris and Goodall, 2007 or Desforges and Abouchaar, 2003) into the impact of home on children’s learning are honest that it is hard to unravel exact cause-and-effect. One complication is that people use a general term like ‘involving parents’ to cover very different initiatives.

				However, the beneficial impact of home learning seems to work because children develop a positive concept of themselves and view themselves as a learner. Their parents have high aspirations for them and feel able to contribute to the learning within the family. 

				Parents feel like they are working with, rather than separate from or against, their child’s early years provision or school. Neither early years nor school provision can do everything; secure learning needs family input, and the consistent message from parents is that the effort is worthwhile.
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				Links to your practice

				In 2002 Liz Brooker reported a detailed case study of one reception class in a primary school in the east end of London. Among the many interesting details, she describes three practice issues that deserve reflection for any team.

				
						The reception practitioners were very sure that they were always available for easy conversation with any parent. However, this open-ended approach did not lead to equality of communication across the families. Some parents were comfortable to approach staff, whereas some parents would have welcomed a situation in which staff directly engaged them.	There was a great variety in what the families sought to teach their children at home. The staff had limited knowledge of what parents did with their children at home. 
	Parents also varied in their understanding of the play-based approach in the reception class, and their own childhood experience could have been very different. This puzzlement about how children allegedly learned through play was especially marked for families who were Bangladeshi in origin
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