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Abstract
Parental engagement is not a ‘nice-to-have’ – it is an essential, evidence-based driver of pupil  
progress, wellbeing, and equity. Yet in too many schools, family involvement remains superficial,  
sporadic, or systemically sidelined. In an age of digital transformation, cultural shifts, and  
rising inequalities, we cannot afford to leave parents out of the education conversation.  
This white paper introduces the Four Pillars of Parental Engagement – Knowledge,  
Environment, Culture, and Communication – as a practical framework to help school  
leaders, policy architects, and parent groups build stronger partnerships. Drawing on  
national and international research, UK-based case studies, and field-tested strategies,  
it makes the case for a national reset. Engagement must move from polite newsletters  
to powerful collaboration. From tokenism to transformation. The time to act is now.
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1. Introduction: 
The Missing Link in Education Strategy

Parents have always been their child’s first educators. 
But too often, when children start school, the door 
closes behind them – and behind their families. 
Despite decades of evidence confirming the critical  
role that engaged parents play in academic and  
social success, parental involvement remains 
undervalued, under-supported, and unevenly 
delivered across the UK’s schools.

The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) states 
unequivocally that high-quality parental engagement 
can lead to learning gains equivalent to up to three 
additional months of progress per year. Parentkind’s 
latest Parent Voice Report reveals that over 70%  
of parents want to be more involved in their  
child’s school life. And Ofsted’s 2024 Annual  
Report acknowledges that sustained engagement 
between schools and families is a key determinant  
of pupil outcomes and community trust.

Yet, in practice, parental engagement is too often 
reduced to parent-teacher evenings, paper newsletters, 
and one-way app notifications. These methods 
may inform – but they rarely involve. They may 
communicate – but they don’t always connect.

The COVID Catalyst
The pandemic forced schools to reimagine their 
relationship with families. Suddenly, homes became 
classrooms, and parents became co-educators.  
Many schools responded with creativity and 
compassion, providing video lessons, pastoral  
calls, and virtual assemblies.

Parents, in turn, stepped up – juggling work,  
childcare, and schooling under one roof.  
However, as classrooms reopened, many schools 
slipped back into old habits. The extraordinary 
collaboration of the pandemic years was treated  
as a temporary fix rather than a foundation  
for permanent reform.

This white paper argues that now is the moment 
to seize what we’ve learned and make engagement 
central, not supplemental. By embracing the  
Four Pillars of Parental Engagement, we can  
rebuild schools not just as places of learning,  
but as communities of shared purpose.
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2. Why Parental Engagement Matters

Let’s be clear: parental engagement is not about 
helping with homework or attending bake sales.  
It is about creating a consistent, reinforcing  
triangle between parent, pupil, and teacher –  
one that supports learning, behaviour,  
confidence, and resilience.

Parental engagement is not about helping with 
homework or attending bake sales. It is about 
creating a consistent, reinforcing triangle between 
parent, pupil, and teacher – one that supports 
learning, behaviour, confidence, and resilience.

Research consistently shows that parental 
engagement is one of the most cost-effective 
strategies to raise attainment, especially among 
disadvantaged pupils. The EEF’s guidance report 
Working with Parents to Support Children’s Learning 

highlights interventions – from structured home 
learning activities to regular parent-teacher  
dialogue – that demonstrably improve outcomes. 
Importantly, these benefits extend beyond  
academics, improving pupils’ motivation,  
attendance, and mental health.

Crucially, engagement also boosts teacher morale 
and school culture. When parents and staff see 
themselves as allies rather than adversaries,  
trust deepens and tensions diminish. Schools with 
robust engagement practices report higher staff 
satisfaction and lower rates of disciplinary issues.

As Professor Alma Harris of Swansea University  
puts it: “When schools and parents work  
together, children do better. It’s that simple – 
and that complex.”
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3. The Barriers Holding Us Back

Despite strong evidence and growing interest,  
effective parental engagement remains elusive in many 
schools. The barriers are both structural and cultural.

Inconsistency and Inequality
Some schools embed parental engagement in  
their ethos and strategy. Others treat it as optional. 
The result is a postcode lottery where a parent’s 
involvement – and a child’s access to that involvement 
– is shaped more by geography than policy. Rural  
areas, communities with high staff turnover, or areas  
of deprivation often face the greatest challenges.

Digital Disconnection
The rapid adoption of digital tools – from Seesaw and 
Google Classroom to ClassDojo and EduLink – has 
reshaped communication. But digital access is uneven. 
Parentkind’s research reveals that one in five parents 
feel “left behind” by school technology. Without  
digital literacy training and device access, the digital 
classroom becomes a wall, not a window.

Language and Culture
In diverse communities, cultural expectations  
around education can differ markedly. Yet many 
schools lack the cultural competence to engage 
families whose experiences, languages, or  
traditions don’t align with the dominant model.  
As a result, some parents are unintentionally 
marginalised.

The Power Gap
Even well-meaning engagement can reinforce 
hierarchical dynamics. Parents are “told”  
about school plans. “Informed” of decisions.  
Rarely are they consulted, co-creators, or 
collaborators. The result is frustration, apathy,  
or withdrawal – especially among parents  
who already feel voiceless.

As one UK parent described it: “I get weekly emails  
from school – but I still don’t know how to help  
my daughter thrive there.”
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4. The Four Pillars of Parental  
Engagement: A Framework for Change

The Four Pillars model, developed by Karen Dempster 
and Justin Robbins, offers a clear, actionable 
framework to rethink and relaunch engagement.

Knowledge 
Knowledge means ensuring parents understand  
what and how their children are learning, and 
how they can contribute meaningfully from home. 
Whether it’s through curriculum guides, parent 
workshops, or explainer videos, demystifying school 
systems helps families engage with confidence.

Environment 
Environment recognises that parents are more 
likely to participate when they feel welcomed and 
included. This includes everything from a friendly 
reception and translated materials to intuitive  
digital tools and events held at convenient times.

Culture 
Culture underscores the importance of trust,  
respect, and partnership. Schools that value  
diversity, listen to parent voices, and see families  
as co-educators build a stronger foundation  
for collaboration.

Communication 
Communication is the connective tissue –  
how, when, and why schools and families  
interact. It must be timely, inclusive, and  
two-way, allowing parents not just to receive 
information, but to share perspectives and  
influence practice.
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Ashmount School 
Ashmount School in Loughborough, a specialist 
setting for children with complex needs, realised  
that many parents felt unsure how to support 
learning at home. 

Using a platform called YouTeachMe, they shared 
short videos showing classroom strategies and 
lessons. Parents reported greater confidence and 
stronger connection to the school. 

Engagement became more than an obligation –  
it became a relationship.

John Henry Newman  
Catholic College
At John Henry Newman Catholic College in 
Birmingham, leaders implemented a three-
year strategy to deepen parental involvement. 
This included user-friendly study guides, 
digital engagement tracking, and co-designed 
communication plans. The result was not only 
increased participation but stronger alignment 
between home and school – especially for 
families who had previously been disengaged.

These are not one-off successes. They  
are blueprints for what’s possible when  
engagement is embedded into school culture.
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5. What Works: 
Case Studies from UK Schools



For School Leaders and  
Multi-Academy Trusts 
Create Parent Champions – trusted community 
voices who can bridge communication gaps and 
support peer-to-peer outreach.

Invest in Training. All staff – from classroom teachers 
to front office teams – should understand how to 
communicate inclusively, build trust, and support 
diverse families.

Foster flexibility. Offer multiple formats for 
engagement: virtual events, hybrid meetings,  
and informal drop-ins.

For Policymakers and  
National Bodies
Develop and fund national toolkits and frameworks. 
These should include adaptable strategies, 
templates, and engagement metrics aligned to 
National Standards and school improvement 
priorities.

Support digital inclusion through funding for  
devices, broadband, and family tech support.

Promote recognition schemes such as the Leading 
Parent Partnership Award (LPPA) to elevate and 
celebrate effective engagement practice.

Make engagement training a requirement  
in initial teacher education and CPD.

For Parents and Families
Access free resources through organisations  
like Parentkind and Sharing Parenting, which  
offer practical tips and workshops.

Engage constructively – by attending school  
forums, completing surveys, or simply sharing 
concerns directly with school staff.

Be confident in your value. Parents are not  
optional extras – you are essential co-educators  
in your child’s success.
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6. Recommendations for Stakeholders



Imagine a school that doesn’t just educate  
but empowers. Where parents drop off  
children and stay for workshops, community 
meetings, or support groups. 

Where the school library hosts evening classes  
and the staffroom doubles as a café for new  
families. Where WhatsApp groups, parent  
podcasts, and live Q&As complement  
traditional school newsletters.

Parental engagement is the most underused 
superpower in education. The evidence is clear.  
The tools are available. The will is growing.  
What’s needed now is shared action.

We call on school leaders to treat engagement as 
a strategic imperative. On policymakers to create 
structures that sustain and scale it. On parents to 
step forward as equal partners. The Four Pillars 
provide the foundation. The future depends  
on the bridge we build – together.

This is the school as a community hub – not  
an isolated institution, but an open platform  
for partnership. In these schools, families  
and teachers co-create policy, plan learning  
pathways, and build shared values. 

The result? More connected communities,  
stronger pupil outcomes, and greater public  
trust in education. 

It’s not only possible. It’s necessary

Contact Fit2Communicate for more information  
or to discuss how we can build bridges to  
enhance parental engagement together

www.fit2communicate.com/the-four-pillars

hello@fit2communicate.com
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7. Schools as Community Hubs: 
A Vision for 2030 and Beyond

8. Conclusion: 
Let’s Build the Bridge
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