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Introduction

The Westminster Declaration of the Movement for Christian Democracy states that the Movement aims  'to press for improvements in the quality, resourcing and morale of the state system of education'. The Education Policy Group's statement 'Education for Relationships' (MCD.EPG.012/2) contains the following expansion:

Whilst schools on their own cannot change society, they need not merely reflect it; they can put before growing children ways of relating to one another and the world around them which are based upon a nobler set of values than many children encounter outside school.

The definition of 'success' in schooling needs to include a number of currently under-valued elements:- the notion of service; the growth of self-esteem; awareness of others; the ability to develop lasting personal relationships of mutual esteem and benefit ... We want teachers to be given encouragement and increased resources as they try to compensate for the damaging effects of social problems on so many children.

This case study explores the need for schools to take the initiative in setting up, or accessing, counselling and home-school liaison services. It is vital to consider the parental perspectives and experience and to this end it is argued that a much more radical approach to the development of effective practice is needed.

The cross-cultural dilemma in our inner cities is the focus of exploration. It is hoped that others will be stimulated to think anew about the issue of school culture.

Background
I have worked specifically as a home-school liaison teacher for five years, three of those in Bolton where I was involved with the Section 11 development of the Language for Achievement Unit. The following account describes some of my experiences in this specialist field of pastoral care. I use four schools as examples. Two are in the North of England (Lancashire) and two in Bristol. All four are in inner-city locations where it is traditionally very difficult to involve parents in the education of their children. In these situations there is an obvious need to improve home-school relations in order to enhance the learning of the pupils and also enrich the opportunities for the family by encouraging a trusting relationship. I have chosen one family for a more detailed case study to indicate how a poor learning situation can be changed with adequate counselling and home-school liaison.

Due to my own personal interest in ethnic minority groups in education, the four schools cited are those in which there are a large proportion of families from minority cultures. In three out of the four, the majority of the teachers came from the majority white community. In these cases, there was a difference in expectations between home and school and it is then essential to have a member of staff who can sensitively liaise between the two. The second noticeable problem is a clash within the family as the younger generation grapple with cross-cultural adaptation and with conflict between school and home norms. The resulting difficulties frequently reflect into school-time in under-achievement, behavioural difficulties and relationship problems. A school that is unaware of the difficulties, and/or unwilling to begin researching the development of a proper home-school liaison policy, is likely to be unable to present the child with an adequate education. This holds true both in the primary and secondary sectors.

The school is responsible for giving each child the best possible opportunities in education and full access to the National Curriculum. Children unable to benefit fully from, or even access the NC need additional support. It is not adequate to put a child on queuing systems for additional teacher support, educational psychology assessments etc, when the school itself using governors, staff and other able members of the community, may well be able to improve the child's opportunities.

Case Study
AH was a 10 year old boy. He entered year 5 with only 12 key sight-words. He showed evidence of ability, joined in class discussions, kept up initially with Maths, but was unable to concentrate for the length of time that he was required to work with the rest of the class. The teacher questioned what help was provided and was told that there was none because he had recently spent four months in Pakistan. Immediately before this he had lost two siblings (see Figure 1).

AH was the middle of the five remaining children. The death of the two siblings the previous year (thalassaemia) had been partly due to the family's negligence, and trauma with a serious guilt problem was presenting.

During the school year AH became increasingly disruptive in class and when a new (statemented) child joined the class, for whom there was 7 hours a week special needs provision, he completely rebelled. He was no longer able to access the NC because of his behavioural difficulties. At home he became increasingly rude and unmaneagable and after school became involved in attempted car theft and burglary from car boots.

Figure 1  Family of AH
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At the beginning of the school year, when the child had just returned from Pakistan, there should have been:


information on the recent family traumas for the new teacher;


a policy on the part of the school as to how to help AH handle his trauma;


involvement of the teacher and family in helping the child to integrate back into a class and cope with his very real fears of death and grief over his siblings.

The school failed this child through having no policy of home-school liaison and by ignoring the child's cry for help, which was, in fact, the family's cry that they needed the school to participate in the grieving for the dead 12 year old. There was at this stage no help from other services, eg, social services or the educational psychologist.

The school has now begun to do this, but only after AH resorted to crime and violence. The Thalassaemia Unit has been involved with the whole class in which AH should be working, as well as with the family in bereavement support. The question to be asked is whether schools are prepared to look beyond the academic and allocate time to be with people in a kinship setting.

The anthropologist, Colin Turnbull (1983), has produced a stimulating comparison of the human life cycle in different cultures, which draws upon a lifetime of research spanning four continents. He argues that the quality of life in small-scale societies has much to do with the fact that effective sociality is built into the very structure and processes of those societies. For example, the Mbuti tribe of Zaire has a ritual time for socialisation. Turnbull (1983:175) suggests that it is crucial to the learning of their whole tribe, and not just a pleasant way of passing a few hot hours in the afternoon sipping palm-wine under the trees. Do such comparisons hold a lesson for us? Have we got our educational system in context? Are we making the six hours in school for the primary child a relevant part of their life and socialization, or is it simply an externally imposed time to learn irrelevances? How important are sight-words to AH at this traumatic stage of his life? Surely to be able to work through his grief via proper relationships, play opportunities and care, is much more vital to his development as a person. Then he will soon learn the sight-words.

Schools have an important part to play in opening up the idea that families as a unit can work together to improve a situation where a child (such as AH) is failing in school. This in turn is going to improve the situation for a family which might otherwise be unaware of its dysfunctional nature, or at least be totally unable to see how to begin to resolve problems within the family, which are  causing distress to the child.

A far more wholistic approach to education is necessary. We as the educators are failing if we are not helping to improve the learning environment for the child in its life in and out of school. Isn't there the need to spend time as a whole community in planning how best to use the school day? If the parents are happy to let the teachers lead, then so be it, but frequently it becomes clear that home expectations of the schooling system are so low, that pupils see little point in accessing the materials made available to them, regardless of whether there is any conscious reflection.

Approaches to home-school liaison
At this point I will present the approaches made by each of the four  schools to develop an effective home-school policy and discuss the relative strengths and weaknesses of each.

At the first school (T), the head saw the need to develop a home-school policy and had established a nursery type of play-group twice a week. This in actual fact was not what the community (largely Pakistani Muslim) wanted. They wanted at least half-day nursery education for their children. This proposal had been put to the local authority and with the aid of the home-school liaison teacher there was far more involvement of mothers. Children with problems in school were regularly visited and a very good rapport established. The school was perceived by the community as being there to serve them.

Inevitably there were difficulties which were of a cultural nature, since the majority of the school staff were from a different cultural background to the children. However parents' meetings were well attended; the community was represented on the governing body and the home-school liaison teacher was seen as a point of access into areas of British culture that were presenting problems to the community. There was active help by the school for children going for an extended visit to their parents' places of birth. However there was some alienation felt by parents from the minority white community as the school population was 90% of Pakistani origin.

The school had a fairly old-fashioned approach to teaching with formal lessons and an emphasis on the 3Rs. However, this seemed to suit the school's clientele. The head had made good progress with introducing opportunities for the children, eg, a school camp in which many of the Muslim girls were also allowed to participate because of the relationship that the head had developed with the families.

In this case it was a school-directed initiative that had enlarged the boundaries of expectation within the community. The community was then encouraged to consider other ways in which there could be contribution. The presence of a bilingual staff-member, available to the parents, was an essential ingredient in establishing the school's credibility.

The second school (V) already had a well-established nursery. However the school had three distinctive community groups and there was far less parental involvement. The expectations of the communities were rather mixed and difficulties from particular families were dealt with in an individualistic way, rather than through eliciting support from the community.

The Head's policy was to establish strong parental involvement in the school by providing opportunities for the parents, including an open community room and kitchen for the use of the parents. This functioned very satisfactorily whilst a home-school liaison teacher was employed, but from the community of the school itself this involvement was not self-perpetuating. I feel this was due to the clear divisions in the cultural backgrounds of the parents which the school clientele themselves wished to maintain. In this sense the school was responding to the community requirements by not trying to enforce more cross-cultural functions. Nevertheless there was a clearly defined expectation on the part of the school that parents should be involved with the schooling of their children and where necessary intervention into the family situation was expected. Academically, the school was seen to have a high status and had a long waiting list. I feel that this actually gave the parents a sense that they had less right to be involved in school policy-making, ie, they felt that they were beholden to the school governors in terms of who gained admission to the school (V school had a clearly defined admissions policy as a C of E school). Consequently there was a less recognisable response on the part of the school to parental perspectives, and there were fewer parents attending parents' evenings and taking an active role in the education of their children.

The third school (X) had a bad reputation in the community. There was definite antagonism between head and parents and there was initially no noticeable policy on community and school relations.

The school community was a very mixed community, but there were clearly defined ethnic or cultural groups within the school, some of which were based on income. A sense of internal competition (division?) was generated which was not helpful to the development of the individual child. A full-time home-school liaison teacher was appointed for a year in an attempt to gain some sort of rapport between school and community. Nevertheless the ongoing process of building the school into the community was not present as it was with the first school cited.

The fourth school (Z) again had clear ethnic groups within it, but there was an on-going mobile part of the school as families joined the school during a period of rehousing, but then went on to another area. Also there was a minority group of educated families attending the school, whilst the parents studied further at the University. This group often had totally different expectations to those of the longer-term families, and felt that there was too little emphasis on sheer academic 'slog'. Nevertheless there was an appreciation of any area of the curriculum in which it could be seen that their children were 'learning' and making progress, eg, art, music and PE.

The school was well-endowed, with staff representing most of the ethnic groups in the community. Perhaps it was for this reason that there seemed to be a complacent and less reasoned approach to sharing school and home life. It was as if the different teaching groups wanted to keep their pupils in a box and deal with them alone rather than attempt any kind of sharing or wider involvement. Home-school liaison policy in this school was just beginning in embryonic form. The school and community were clearly not working together as an entity.

Discussion
All four of these schools were struggling with ideas and theories of home-school liaison, but yet the very nature of the problems presented the average member of staff with philosophical questions that they had neither the time nor the energy to grapple with. I would postulate that a member of staff employed specifically to deal with the area of home-school liaison is the barest essential requirement for any school. That person should at least have a commitment and empathy for the community as well as maintaining a rapport with school staff. Only then can community perspectives and initiatives become incorporated into effective school policies.

In summary, it is worth considering Turnbull's perspective:

If we measure a culture's worth by the longevity of its population, the sophistication of its technology, the material comforts it offers, then many primitive (sic) cultures have little to offer us, that is true.  But  our  study  of the life cycle will show that in terms of a conscious dedication to human relationships that are both affective and effective, the primitive (sic) is ahead of us all the way.

(Turnbull, 1983:21)
In the light of this anthropological viewpoint we can consider initiatives taken by schools to become more home-school orientated. I believe it to be a vital ground rule that the parental experiences and perspectives must be considered. To families coming from communities where they are involved in a rich culture, the cultural impoverishment of an average school day is striking. Necessarily the school must search in the local community for ideas and resources that will help it to present a learning experience of value, ie, that stands in a meaningful relationship to the community's cultural context.

In the fourth school I cited (Z), I would question the relevance of everything in the school day to, for example, the Somalian refugees (3 families, 8 children) expected to cope with such things as assembly singing practice, dance development to Western pop music, basic technology with 'sticks' and glue guns, counting games, multiplication tables and circle-times where children discuss why Fred stole Michael's chocolate bar. This with children who are actually grieving over the loss of their camel herds! At first, these children are far more in need of a therapeutic recovery programme in small groups to help them come to terms with an alien culture and with the memories of their own war-torn country (cf, Feuerstein's Instrumental Enrichment programme - see Fisher, 1990, ch 5).

Finally, I would suggest that schools take a radical look at just how they relate to the needs of the school's community. Surely an adequate understanding of culture and of childrens' mental health is far more important priority than that of trying to make everyone into a National Curriculum 'clone'!

I believe that a system of home visiting should operate in all circumstances. In this way we can develop proper home-school liaison and there is then the possibility of rapport with families where a child is not reaping the full benefits of the school. Unfortunately as teachers we have hi-jacked the word 'education', so that it becomes equated with institutional provision. Of course education is actually going on all the time and our role and responsibility as teachers is to understand how it goes on, and how we might and ought to try to affect it. How can it be our responsibility alone to shape the policy and practice in a vital institutionalised six hours a day?

There is a desperate need for us to see our schools as a part of the wider community. There is a need for professional development to take place in the context of, and be influenced by, the communities served by the schools. There is a need to create a better understanding between teachers and parents as they jointly promote the educational interests of their children. In other words we must recognize the importance of community and culture to an energised, vital learning situation!

Conclusion
I have concentrated on the inner city, multi-ethnic school and its relationship to its community. I have done this, not just because of my experience of working in such schools, but also because I believe that this area of study provokes questions about the nature of all schools. In the inner cities, as elsewhere, schools are often institutions standing in grand isolation, while life goes on around them. Children are funnelled into these monstrous edifices to be given a "treatment" to prepare them for life "outside".

Initiatives in home-school policy must be based on a radical rethinking. I come back again to Colin Turnbull. When people of the Mbuti tribe asked him about his 'nkumbi', or adolescence training, they were puzzled by his answers:

'Did you have no teachers?' they asked. Then when I told them that our teachers were not kinsmen, or friends, or even known to our families, and that they only taught our minds and trained our bodies in sports and games and didn't teach our hearts or spirit, they understood, I think, why we seem as cold to them as we do .... 'If we taught like that, our boys would learn nothing' they said. In the 'nkumbi' the boys are taught in riddles, in songs and dances, where the inner meaning is carefully hidden so that each boy has to discover it for himself, and so discover the truth within himself.

(Turnbull, 1983:105)

This relationship between pupils and teachers and the mutual trust that is present in such small-scale societies is something that should provoke us to serious reassessment. We have only to look at our Western society to see the cultural impoverishment, meaninglessness and hopelessness that is often nurtured in our educational preparations for adulthood. The question arises as to whether our highly refined and developed (sic) school system is itself now often a force for social destruction.

Teachers themselves are part of a community. Should they be expected to play a role in a different community, or context 'six hours a day'. Is this why the teaching profession has one of the highest rates of stress, mental illness and suicide?

As a childrens' counsellor and as a class teacher, I am constantly meeting children and families - and teachers - who, for whatever reasons, are unable to cope with schools as they are. They need a far more personal and dynamic relationship than that possible within the limited funding provided by the government to the state school system (or within that system as presently, and expensively, structured). But maybe some of our school neighbourhoods have already become so starved of meaningful culture and community, that even this response would be ineffective. In this case the overriding priority must be the rebuilding of community and culture (cf Sharron, 1987, on the work of Feuerstein).

In this article, I have attempted to look practically at the present situation, but conclude that radical alternatives are needed. People need to see effective working models before home-school policies can be implemented which will begin to make a real difference in childrens' lives.
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