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Summary 
 

 The current policy context in Scotland continues to be very encouraging for 
Family Learning. These case studies demonstrate its potential to counter the 
pervasive effects of educational underachievement for both children and 
adults; to transform relationships; to create supportive networks; and to 
develop community capacity. The Curriculum for Excellence has created a 
more effective means to engage parents in family learning programmes. 
Active learning increases parents’ confidence in their ability to contribute to 
their children’s education over the longer term, by allowing the world outside 
the classroom to be seen as a learning resource. 

 
 As parents become involved with their children’s education, their experience 

can trigger a new interest in learning and more confidence in their own ability. 
The inclusion of Community Learning and Development workers in the team 
greatly increases the chances of catching adults at this crucial juncture and of 
them becoming involved in educational opportunities for themselves. Any 
reduction in this service will severely diminish the full potential of Family 
Learning. 

 
 Paying attention to the ‘process’ as well as the educational ‘product’ or 

outcome needs to be recognised as a major part of Family Learning practice. 
This process includes: increasing adults’ confidence; providing a free flowing 
improvised learning experience; active learning; a negotiated curriculum; and 
one in which relationships are key.  

 
 The genuine commitment of staff in senior positions within the educational 

establishments to the social practices model of Family Learning and to the 
shifts in power that underpin the active involvement of parents at all levels 
determines how far initiatives can develop and how effective they can 
become as a ‘learning community’.  

 
 The involvement of fathers in learning activities in which they are planning 

and organising partners not only improves their children’s educational 
attainment but creates a more gender balanced curriculum. 

 
 These projects demonstrate the potential offered by creating a ‘third space’ 

that is neither the home nor the school, but one where family activities, such 
as storytelling, can become the focus of reflective attention for participants.  
This reflection allows learning to become deeper and potentially 
transformative in the sense of leading to new meanings, actions and identities 
for both adults and children. They present children and adults with 
experiences that offer new identities as learners and teachers and go beyond 
what is usually seen as parental involvement in school/nursery. 

 
 The wider personal, social and cultural benefits evidenced in these two case 

studies are aspects of learning with which public policy is just beginning to 
engage. Rather than a narrow focus on education as a route to economic 
prosperity, its role in helping people develop a sense of well-being and 
happiness is beginning to be recognised as a building block of a cohesive 
society.  
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Introduction 
  
Background 
 
In 2008, the Linked Work and Training Trust (LWTT) undertook a study for the South 
East Forum to explore how the term Family Learning was being used and practised.1 
 
This current study, funded by Learning Connections, a division of the Lifelong 
Learning Directorate of the Scottish Government, follows up that work by 
investigating in more depth two of the case studies outlined in the 2008 report: 
Brucehill Early Education and Childcare Centre in West Dunbartonshire and 
Sanquhar MATCH (Men and Their Children) Group in Dumfries & Galloway.  
 
 
Methodology 
 
From outline discussions and meetings with the two initiatives it was apparent that 
both adopted a holistic approach to Family Learning. This holistic practice works at 
many different levels that can interact with each other and stimulate new 
developments in an organic way. The methods employed in this study are an attempt 
to capture this complexity through a range of different perspectives: 
 

 interviews with key local authority officials (4), family learning staff (3), 
primary school teachers(6), parents and grandparents(16) and one family 

 
 group discussions with a Community Learning & Development Team; the 

parents in each project; and one group of primary school children 
 
 a small scale questionnaire survey of parents in each project. Responses 

from those distributed: Sanquhar 20 out of 30, Brucehill 25 out of 86. 
 
 observation visits 

 
 
The Case Studies 
 
The focus of the two case studies is on planned activities, in which adults and 
children came together to learn collaboratively. Each initiative adopts an inclusive 
approach to family learning which means that any family member might be involved – 
parents, grandparents, carers, siblings, extended family members or close friends. 
For brevity the term ‘parents’ will be used in most instances throughout this report. 
 
Both initiatives sustain a high level of adult involvement by groups considered ‘hard 
to reach’. However, they work with different groups of parents and children, they are 
located in different areas, they have a different staffing mix and they each have a 
different emphasis.  
 
 

 
1 Jones,J & Macrae,C  Scoping Study on Models of Family Learning LWTT 2008  
http://www.lwtt.org.uk/Family%20Learning%20Final%20Report.pdf 

http://www.lwtt.org.uk/Family%20Learning%20Final%20Report.pdf
http://www.lwtt.org.uk/Family%20Learning%20Final%20Report.pdf
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Sanquhar 
The small village of Sanquhar, with a population of just over 2,000, lies in the 
Southern Uplands of South West Scotland in Upper Nithsdale, within Dumfries & 
Galloway. It is a community with its roots firmly in the coal mining industry that once 
predominated here. Unemployment in Sanquhar is 5.85% (Scottish average in 
2007,3.97%). Free school meals registered in the primary school are 18.8% 
(Scotland average 16.9%).  
 
The MATCH Group in Sanquhar is now more commonly referred to as the ‘Dads’ 
Group’ and will be referred to as such in this study. It has been running for just over 
five years, and is based in the local Sanquhar Primary School. Another similar group 
began around the same time in the nearby village of Kirkconnel but for the purposes 
of this investigation it was decided to concentrate on Sanquhar, although both share 
many similar features and are equally successful. 
 
The Family Learning Team (FLT) involved in this initiative includes two teachers from 
the primary school and three members of the local Community Learning and 
Development (CLD)team, comprising  a Family Learning Co-ordinator, a Family 
Learning Assistant and an Adult Education worker. 
 
Most of the activities take place one or two times a month in the school premises 
during the early evening.  The programme is planned by the Dads’ Group with the 
support of the FLT. It includes physical activities, arts and crafts, woodcraft, cooking, 
making games, singing, dance, music, technological experiment, story writing and 
model building. There are also events taking place during the weekend including trips 
to historic sites, parks and adventure playgrounds. An annual residential weekend is 
now a firm fixture, with recent visits to Arran and Lochgoilhead outdoor centre. The 
group also organises Christmas and Easter activities, a Burns night and a Highland 
Games evening. The activities are for fathers or grandfathers and their children only 
except for occasional seasonal social events when the whole family is invited. 
Increasingly, they are planned by the Dads’ Group themselves who have established 
themselves as a voluntary association, and fundraise to maintain the group’s 
activities. 
 
Brucehill 
Brucehill is a medium sized council scheme straddling a hill near the centre of 
Dumbarton, on the north of the River Clyde. It is described as having problems with 
drug use and relatively high unemployment and currently there are plans to 
regenerate the estate. Free school meals registered at the nearby primary school are 
41%, The population of Dumbarton is 43,683, and unemployment stands at 5.4%  
Brucehill, as the name suggests, has historic links to Robert the Bruce, and the 
nearby Cliffs have been proposed as Dumbarton’s first local nature reserve 
 
The Education and Childcare Centre, previously Brucehill Nursery, is a longstanding 
local facility. Many of the parents interviewed had been there themselves as children. 
It is the largest pre-school establishment within West Dunbartonshire Council  
involving 122 children. The current initiative has been running since 2002 led by the 
Head Teacher and her staff team with input from staff from the Early Years 
Intervention Team, Social Work and Health. It focuses on the active encouragement 
of parents in the running of the centre and takes an explicit stance in relation to the 
Curriculum for Excellence. Parents are invited to work alongside the staff in helping 
their children to learn through a variety of innovative activities. Workshops and 
informal meetings are held with parents to inform them about child development, let 
them know what the Centre is planning to do and why, and to encourage their 
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participation in developing some of the materials which are designed to be 
undertaken in the home. 
 
A variety of creative initiatives have been developed for home learning. ‘Science 
Boxes’ were developed alongside parents and contain materials and ideas for 
experimentation based on simple everyday materials that can be found in the home. 
They cover areas such as magnetism, water, growing seeds, colour magnification 
and weather. Each family is invited to take one home for 2 days. The success of this 
project led to other similar home learning activities. ‘Play Sacks’ were developed 
containing a variety of physical games and more recently they have been running a 
very successful ‘Teddy Sleepover’ programme. Each child is invited to take a small 
Teddy Bear home in a tiny suitcase for a visit and before returning it, to tell their 
parent what they have done with their guest. The parent is invited to write what the 
child says on a small sheet of paper and add their own comments about how it has 
gone, or attach a photo or drawing. The importance of the parents involvement in 
their child’s learning is made explicit in all of the activities. The Centre has developed 
a patch of grass nearby into an Eco Garden. Social evenings, sports days and a 
graduation ceremony are some of the activities organised. Outings and trips to parks, 
farms and the sea are also undertaken. There is a Parents’ Committee who help to 
fund raise and plan social events and outings.  
 
The change in title of the centre, from Nursery to Education and Childcare Centre 
represents a shift in policy within the local authority. In West Dunbartonshire, nursery 
classes in primary schools and other forms of pre-school provision were brought 
together into a uniform structure offering multi-disciplinary support from single Early 
Education and Child Care Centres of which there are now nine in the local authority 
area. The changes were part of a shift in emphasis towards holistic care and support 
of children including a partnership with the parents. A commitment to parental 
involvement is sought in the recruitment of staff. 
 
Policy Context 
In the previous report the positive national policy context for Family Learning in 
Scotland was noted. This continues to be the case under the Scottish Government, 
with the Curriculum for Excellence and the Early Years Framework opening up new 
opportunities for Family Learning.  
 



 

5 

                                                                                                                  

Aims of the Study 
 
 
The two projects are successful in sustaining a high level of involvement from groups 
of parents who have been described as ‘hard to reach’. The main aims of the study 
are to examine : 
 

 those aspects which have been found conducive to this success 
 

 the impact on children and parents 
 

 the process of change 
 

 the boundaries between home and school 
 

 the wider outcomes 
 
The common strands in their practice will be explored as well as the distinctive nature 
of some aspects which reflect their different emphases. 
 
Section 1: Implementation and Practice 
This will describe the way in which the projects developed their practice to engage 
families: their views on parental involvement; the different recruitment methods; and 
curriculum content.   
 
Section 2: Children’s Experiences 
The impact of the initiatives on children. This includes comments from children 
themselves from a small sample in one project and parents’ views on how this 
affected their children.  
 
Section 3: Parents’ Experiences 
The views of parents in relation to their role in their children’s learning, the impact on 
their own learning and the process of the changes involved 
 
Section 4: Home and School 
This will examine the shifts that have occurred between home and school and home 
and nursery that have increased parents’ confidence in their contact with the 
educational system in general. 
 
Section 5: Impact on Family and Community Life 
The impact of these initiatives on the families and the wider community 
 
Section 6: Discussion 
Discussion of key themes and questions raised. 
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Section 1. Implementation and Practice 

The aim of both these initiatives was to increase parental involvement in order to 
support and improve their children’s education. As outlined in the previous study, 
there is now an accepted body of evidence about the outcomes of such involvement. 
 

• It is accepted, for example, that parental involvement in the early years has a 
significant impact on children’s cognitive development and literacy and 
numeracy competence2 and has a significant effect on pupil achievement 
throughout the years of schooling. 3 

 
• Other positive changes for children as a result of successful programmes of 

Family Learning include: positive behavioural and attitudinal changes; 
enhanced confidence and self-esteem; awareness that learning is a normal 
activity throughout life; and pleasure from collaborative learning.4 

 
• In particular, there is evidence that a father’s interest in a child’s schooling is 

strongly linked to educational outcomes for the child. A father’s involvement in 
children’s education at age 7 predicts higher educational achievement by age 
20, in both boys and girls.5   

 
In the two case studies, the following aspects were identified as being conducive to 
engaging and sustaining the involvement of parents in their children’s learning: 
 

 Viewing parents as ‘prime educators’ 
 the recruitment strategies adopted 
 negotiating the curriculum 
 the social practices approach 
 active learning 

1.1 Parents as Prime Educators 
Both these initiatives drew from what has been termed the ’wealth model’ of family 
learning which builds on the knowledge and cultural richness of families, rather than 
assume a ’deficit model’ which sees parents as lacking expertise and educational 
knowledge. All the staff interviewed were committed, sincere and positive about the 
role of parents in the education of their children, In particular, they felt strongly that 
parents were the prime educators in a child’s life and that they needed respect and 
encouragement to develop this role as a positive resource.  
 

Oh it is extremely important.  We value it really highly here in Sanquhar. The 
parents can give as much as we can really. We try as much as possible to have a 
variety of ways for parents to be involved, because we understand that parents 
work and have other commitments - they may not be comfortable helping in this 
way and the next way- so we try to have a range of ways to encourage parents to 
be involved…… Parents are out there, sometimes they have more skills and 

 
2 Institute of Education Measuring the impact of pre-school on children’s cognitive progress (2002) 
3 Desforges,C The Impact of Parental Involvement, Parental Support and Family Education on Pupil Achievement and 
Adjustment DfES Research Report 433 (2003) 
4 OFSTED Family Learning: A survey of good practice (2000) 
5 Hobcraft Childhood experience and the risk of social exclusion in adulthood in CASE Briefing Nov 1998. 
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talents than we do, so we feel we can try and use them and this builds their self 
esteem as the same time.  There are some parents out there that maybe did not 
have a positive experience at school, so we feel if they can get some positive 
experience through helping out in our school, it is definitely worth doing.   
Personally I think it is the most important thing, I think their attitude, their 
involvement is the most important thing in a child’s education.  They spend much 
more time at home than they do here and are the biggest influence on them so it 
is absolutely key. 
           (Depute Head Teacher Sanquhar Primary School) 
 
Parents don’t choose their ‘climate’ either so who are we to judge where they are 
coming from.  I believe that every parent wants the best for their child but not 
everyone is able to do it.  You have parents who want to get involved but also 
parents who would like to but can’t. I tell parents that the communication links 
with parents at nursery are as important as they are at school.  It’s not that once 
they get to school that is formal education.  It’s about the child’s journey all the 
way through.  I say to parents your child can talk, cross the road etc before they 
came here and that was down to you as an educator. … I do it at the induction 
meetings.  They are involved in their child’s education and we are going to do the 
journey together in partnership.   

                                    (Head Teacher Brucehill Centre) 
 
This stance is important as many parents’ own feelings about helping their children to 
learn can be coloured by the traditional view of ‘real’ education happening in the 
school or nursery - an aspect of the ‘deficit’ approach outlined above. The changes in 
educational practice can also cause parents to lose confidence in their own abilities. 
The parents in the nursery were asked what their thoughts were about this before 
coming to the nursery.  
 

I think..kind of when you think your child’s going to nursery or school and 
learning, your involvement is stepped back the way…I suppose because..you 
just tend to think that the school teachers or nursery staff have more 
knowledge – more educational knowledge than you have. You can deal with 
nurturing but they can deal with teaching – how to teach your child to read 
correctly or how to write correctly. 
 
I think as parents you think you’re doing it wrong… I always thought well if I’m 
teaching her,,,you always question yourself…I’m teaching her the ABC but it 
might not be the correct way to teach….my mum’s aunt is a retired school 
teacher and she said you must teach phonetically.. 
                                                                   (Brucehill Group Discussion) 
 

The strong commitment and belief in parents’ abilities from the staff who were 
engaged in both initiatives was outstanding and provided a positive climate in which 
parents could relax and grow in confidence.  
 

It feels different, you do not actually realise that you are teaching.  You are 
doing it, but the nursery does not make you feel that you have got to do this.  
They are not telling you to do it.  You wan’t to go along with it.  It is all 
intertwined.    (Brucehill Couple Interview) 
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1.2 Recruitment 

The Welcome 

A range of recruitment strategies are used in family learning but the importance of 
the personal touch has remained a key feature.  All the evidence from the parents 
emphasised the warm welcome and friendliness of staff, particularly at their first 
meeting. The daily contact parents have with staff in the Brucehill Centre, for 
example, is the beginning of relationships between them that provide the basis for 
any further work. 
 
 the staff make you feel so at ease, they always make the effort to talk to you 
 in the morning, always ask how you are and how are the kids  
 
 it is a lovely, kind environment 
                     (Brucehill Parent Interviews) 
 
There were two male staff involved with the Dads’ Group in Sanquhar initially - a 
teacher within the primary school and a family learning worker - who spoke to fathers 
informally about the idea of some planned activities. The whole staff team were seen 
very positively by participants as being inclusive. 
 
 and the staff as well, they are really nice.  They involve you.  If you were new 
 into the group they come forward and welcome you.  It’s nice to see that. 
                    (Sanquhar Parent Interview) 
 
The ‘wealth model’ adopted by the two projects avoided the need to target specific 
families and all parents were invited to participate, reducing any stigma and building 
on their motivation to help their children.  

Accessibility 
Parents have many roles, responsibilities and commitments which can affect their 
regular participation in regular activities. For example, one father had not been able 
to attend the Dads’ Group before because his work in the building trade meant he 
worked long hours away from home. The collapse of the industry in the current 
financial crisis meant he had just been made redundant, so he had a bit more time 
but was anxious that he would have to take any work he could get which would mean 
travelling long distances. A recent job he had had to take meant him travelling 4 ½ 
hrs a day. This father, who might in some contexts have been considered ’hard to 
reach’, was merely trying to support his family. 
 
The time of day that activities take place and the amount of time they take up can be 
a barrier for parents who are juggling work and other responsibilities. Careful 
attention was paid to this in both projects and parents continued to be treated as 
members of these ‘learning communities’ even if they were unable to attend for 
periods of time.  
 
The Dads’ Group activities took place on a number of different evenings and some 
weekends in consultation with group members. In Brucehill Nursery, there was a 
non-judgmental attitude to parents who couldn’t always manage to participate and in 
the Science Boxes project, described later, useful roles were found for parents who 
couldn’t come to the planning workshops.  
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they are great, they encourage you to get involved in everything and if you 
can help, great, but if you can’t then don’t worry about it. 

                (Brucehill Parent Interview) 
 
The good communication that developed with the parents also meant that staff were 
more aware of the other calls on parents’ time and were flexible about arrangements. 

 
the two girls love the Dads’ group but there are some that I just don’t want to 
go to…going out at 6pm after a long day can be quite exhausting, and it can 
be quite late for younger children but the Saturday sessions are quite different 
and I find that much easier. 

                    (Sanquhar Parent interview) 
 
Outings, trips or residential weekends are an additional expense for families on low 
incomes. The fundraising activities in both groups were an important part of parental 
involvement, to allow everyone to take part in these activities which were free. 
 

I normally wouldn’t go to the Safari park because of the admission costs. I’ve 
spoken to other dads who say they have been there 3 or 4 times but … it 
would never have been on our agenda because of the cost. It is creating 
opportunities.  

                   (Sanquhar Parent interview) 

The Involvement of Men 
Traditionally, nursery and primary schools have been seen as a ‘women’s place’ - 
groups of mothers waiting to pick their children up standing outside the school gates. 
Inside, the pattern has been similar. The latest figures show that 92% of teachers in 
primary schools in Scotland are female. 6  
 
Some have described this as part of the ‘feminization’ of primary schooling and there 
have been reports for many years suggesting that behaviour problems and under 
achievement amongst some boys are the result of the lack of male teachers as role 
models in the classroom. The issue of gender imbalance amongst teachers has, 
however, been re-examined more recently.7 Ashley and Lee’s work, for example, 
which included interviews eliciting the views of children themselves, suggests that the 
gender or race of the teacher did not feature in the children's judgments; what was 
judged important was confident, enthusiastic, teaching and visible rapport with pupils. 
They concluded that what was needed was a gender balanced curriculum, and a 
larger role for the expressive arts. 8 
 
However, the predominance of women involved in the care and education of young 
children can be seen to have created an atmosphere that implicitly excludes men. 
Events labelled for parents tend to attract predominantly mothers because ‘parent’ is 
often perceived as ‘mother’. 9 

 
6 Teachers in Scotland 2008  The Scottish Government 

7 Carrington,B ,McPhee,A  Boys underachievement and the feminization of teaching Journal of Education for 
Teaching International research and pedagogy, Volume 34 Issue 2 2008 

8 Ashley,M , Lee,J Women Teaching Boys:caring and working in the primary school (2003) 
9 Engaging fathers Involving parents, raising achievement  (2004) DfES 
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Involving the fathers in Sanquhar involved some persistence. The number of fathers 
who came into the school, apart from parents’ nights, was very low. The Dads’ Group 
began after a parents’ evening when only one father attended. The male teacher in 
the school noted that the date set for this parents’ night had coincided with the 
televising of a European Cup Final, and epitomised the way in which fathers’ 
interests were not always accounted for. Rather than assuming they were not 
interested, and that there was ‘no demand’, the fathers were invited into the school 
and activities planned that would appeal more to them - commonsense engagement 
strategies which have been proven to be successful with men.10 Their approach is 
borne out by the response of the fathers, approximately 70 of whom turned up on the 
first evening. In the survey for this study, in answer to the question ‘Why did you 
come along the first time? 70% chose the answer ‘wanted to get involved in doing 
things with my children’. 
 
This pro-active approach seems necessary to counter the negative stereotype of 
men and children being together. Attempts to protect young children from predatory 
males have also changed the perception of men in the company of young children as 
somehow a potential danger – a view that is not lost on fathers when they consider 
involving themselves with young children. A number of fathers brought up this public 
suspicion of men being anywhere near the school or being in a group with the 
children. 
 see if we go on a bus trip, and there’s another bus there, all the people in it
  – I mean the men and women – you see them talking about the men all 
 appearing out of the bus with weans – thinking what’s this all about? I’m 
 alright  about it now – but at first I was thinking – what are we doing here – 
 just a bit awkward, yes.                  (Dads’ Group Discussion) 
  

I think the photo night was the first time I was in the school – you know it’s a 
 funny thing because - it doesn’t bother us now like – but at one time if there 
 was a father standing there, you know, the women,  you could hear, the 
 women saying – what’s he doing standing there… 
                                (Sanquhar Parent Interview) 
 
The initial invitation for fathers or grandfathers to come into the school provided an 
opportunity for them to see themselves differently. The invitation was for ‘men only’ to 
have a professional photograph of them taken along with their children and activities 
were available to try out while they waited their turn.  
 
A few weeks later they were invited back to collect the photographs and watch a slide 
presentation of these along with some informal photos that had been taken of them 
playing with their children at the previous meeting. The presentation was set to music 
– a popular song at the time called ‘You are Beautiful’. The reaction to this was 
unexpectedly emotional and a number of the men interviewed described this as a 
powerful moment – when they had ’lumps in their throat’. This presentation was 
shown again at a parents’ night and produced a similarly powerful response. With its 
past in the mining industry and agriculture, Sanquhar was described by one 
interviewee as a community with traditional gender roles – men doing hard, dirty work 
and the women looking after the home and children. Seeing themselves portrayed 
publicly in a more gentle and caring light struck seems to have struck an important 

 
10 Fagan J & Palm, G Fathers and early Childhood Programmes  New York; Delmar Learning 2004 
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chord with many of the men and this moment was seen as significant in helping the  
group bond very quickly. 
 
Male family members were also made welcome at Brucehill Centre - the wide range 
of activities providing opportunities for practical or fund raising skills that they were 
comfortable providing.  

1.3 Negotiating the Curriculum 
Both projects have adopted a ‘social practices’ perspective which sees literacy and 
numeracy as woven within the sociocultural lives of communities. In Scotland, this  
approach has influenced adult learning and community development practice and 
has been adopted by many practitioners in the Family Learning field. It has been 
seen as an effective way to engage with learners who experience disadvantage or 
who feel alienated from institutional learning. 
 

The term ‘social practices’ marks a shift away from an earlier view of literacy 
and numeracy as decontextualised skills involving a straight-forward 
manipulation of letters, words and figures. This skills view implies that literacy 
and numeracy are relatively easy to acquire, and assumes that they are 
largely developed in school and remain fairly stable throughout our lives. 11 

 
This model encourages the process of seeing literacy as culturally and socially 
specific and embedding learning activities within this framework. By encouraging 
parents to recognise and value the learning taking place in their everyday lives and in 
their community, and to see this in relation to the education provided in the school or 
nursery, both adults and children can engage more positively with learning.  
 
In Brucehill, the majority of activities were designed for both parents to do with their 
children at home to enable them to become familiar with the early years curriculum.. 
In Sanquhar, the majority of activities were designed as group activities for fathers 
and their children, taking place either in the school or out of doors. Both projects felt 
the Curriculum for Excellence broadened the opportunities for learning for children 
and their parents. 
 
In Brucehill much of the curriculum for the home learning activities has been 
developed in partnership with the parents. For example, the ‘Science Boxes’ were 
developed by groups of teachers and parents working together, trying out 
experiments and seeing if they worked. These workshops took place after the 
nursery day, sometimes in the early evening where food and a crèche was provided 
for small children and activities for other siblings who needed to be there. Some 
parents who couldn’t come to the workshops were invited to become ‘critical friends’ 
and took the boxes home to try them out, feeding back suggestions or raising things 
that were considered too impractical or risky with younger babies in the house.  
 
The boxes contain all the materials needed to explore the particular science area at 
home, building on everyday activities such as having a bath, or cooking. Other 
examples will be described in later sections. Many of the activities included small, 
informal leaflets which outlined simply the thing they could do to help their children 
with the particular activity. These suggestions included language learning tips as well 
as encouraging parents to take time to share and enjoy the experience and to’ talk 
about what you are doing’.   

 
11 ibid 2008 
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Through these activities it was apparent that the parents in the Brucehill Centre were 
becoming more aware of their own role as prime educators and of their skills and 
knowledge, and were also becoming familiar with the early years curriculum. This is 
discussed more fully in Section 3 
 
In the beginnings of the project in Sanquhar, there were discussions about starting a 
‘Share’ Course for fathers. The course is a parenting programme organised around 
parents learning different activities, doing them at home with their children and then 
reporting back. The course also involves building up a portfolio which can be 
submitted for accreditation, a system developed through the Open College Network12  
and requires a certain amount of time and paperwork. This was put forward as an 
idea to some of the fathers but as one of the workers remarked ‘ when they saw the 
size of the portfolio, they didn’t sign up for that ‘.  
 
The programme that was developed was the result of working in partnership with the 
fathers to try out things and see what worked and what did not. This action, 
reflection, analysis approach gradually involved the fathers at each stage. Although 
there is a strong social and physically active element to the activities, there was no 
suggestion that this should become some variant of a sports club. The educational 
purpose has been maintained by planning activities with an agreed set of criteria - 
that they should be educational, creative, technological, active, and fun.  
 
For example, making a small wooden model of a trebuchet  - a siege engine used in 
the Middle Ages – involved measuring and cutting wood and trying to make it 
function effectively using brussel sprouts as ammunition! This was followed up by a 
visit to see a reconstructed full scale model in nearby Caerlaverock Castle so it could 
be placed in its historical context. The activities often draw on the fathers own 
expertise, skills or contacts. A session on ‘Water Fun’ involved one father- a local 
fireman -using his fireman’s hose to create a water slide and another constructing a 
scaffolding platform for the event. A father with woodworking skills organised a 
session to build a ‘marble maze’ game and a grandfather showed how to whittle 
wooden whistles. 
 
Involving the fathers in Sanquhar appears to have provided a more gender balanced 
curriculum. The team noticed the way in which the fathers tended to provide different 
learning experiences for their children. 

 
kids learn different things when they’re with their Dads than when they are 
with their mums. They have a much more physical relationship with their 
children ‘more rough and tumble’ and more spatial skills…. the mums are 
more inclined to restrain children, because they’re thinking about safety, 
whereas the Dads will let them go……that’s why we have more 
technologically based activities and physical activities which all have the links 
with the Curriculum for Excellence.                        
           (CLDTeam Discussion) 

1.4 Active Learning   
Active learning was at the heart of both initiatives studied. Currently the centre plank 
of the Scottish Government’s Curriculum for Excellence agenda, active learning has 
been defined as learning which engages and challenges children’s thinking using 

 
12 For Share courses  see http://www.continyou.org.uk/  

http://www.continyou.org.uk/
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real-life and imaginary situations13. It takes full advantage of the opportunities for 
learning presented by spontaneous play, planned, purposeful play, investigating and 
exploring, events and life experiences and focused learning and teaching 
 
There is considerable evidence from the interviews with parents and observation 
sessions that this approach was well liked by all participants.  

 
I thought that the baking (Science Box)was a fantastic idea because they 
were putting the baking soda in to make it rise and they are actually mixing 
the ingredients.  It was great that the kids were cracking the eggs into the 
mixture…The fact that it is fun and interactive – they can see a start and end 
result. 
                ( Brucehill Parent Interview) 

 
The fathers and grandfathers in Sanquhar also identified the merits of this type of 
learning, spontaneously. 
 
 some of the kids that come along learn more than sitting with their heads 
 stuck in a book – (Q. What is the best way for kids to learn?) Hands-on 
 

I think the children are learning here because of that – instead of just sitting in 
a school classroom - they’re being competitive and interacting with one 
another, I think it’s even mair educational for weans – they’re learning life as 
they go along tae. 
                                                             ( Sanquhar Dads’ Group Discussion) 

 
In Brucehill, the active learning principles and goals within the ‘Curriculum for 
Excellence ‘ were explicitly stated and visually present on displays in the nursery, or 
leaflets accompanying activities or events. 
 
In Sanquhar the activities that were planned for children and their fathers were also 
linked to the Curriculum for Excellence.  

1.5 Introducing New Experiences 
Enabling parents to try out new creative learning opportunities is important as there 
are many practical reasons that can prevent it happening. It requires a certain 
knowledge and confidence in the activity itself, an amount of organisation, setting up 
time, some space, and the cost of any materials. For many parentsthese aspects can 
be enough to stop them trying.  
 
The leaflet in the Science Boxes in Brucehill, was explicit  - ‘we provide all the ideas, 
materials and information necessary and you have all the fun’. The Sanquhar team 
also recognised how these practical considerations can be a barrier for parents who 
are working hard and come home to relax.  
 

one of the reason they don’t do things like this at home is you’re having to 
clear up afterwards. The fact is you can come in, spend 2 hours doing what 
you like with glue and glitter and paint and you don’t have to clear it up, or if 
you do it’s with a bunch of guys…If you were doing it in your own kitchen 
you’d be turning it upside down ..and it’s the set up as well that takes time 
and how to get the materials – it’s expensive.. 

 
13 Building the Curriculum 2: Active learning in the early years   
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                      ( Sanquhar CLDTeam Discussion) 

1.6 The Extent of Participation 
These different elements: the recruitment strategies; the design of activities; the 
consideration of practical and economic barriers; and the methods used - 
encouraged a high level of participation by parents in the two initiatives.  
  
Figures are given below to indicate the extent of participation by parents in each of 
the case studies. It should be borne in mind that these relate to quite different kinds 
of activity and involvement and are clearly not directly comparable with one another. 
There is no intention in Sanquhar that the Dads’ Group should involve the father of 
every child in the school, but those that do come do so repeatedly and tend to 
become more deeply involved. In Brucehill, on the other hand, the aim for at least 
some of the activities is to involve, as far as possible, the parents of every child. 
 
Sanquhar 
There are currently 206 children on roll at Sanquhar Primary School, of whom 45 
(22%) have taken part in at least one session of the Dad’s Group in the school year 
up to May 2009.  The average attendance per session over the 4 years that the 
Group has been operating has been 14 fathers and 23 children. 
 
Each father has, on average, taken part in 12 sessions, though inevitably the extent 
of participation varies. Of the 30 fathers currently active in the Group, 8 are on the 
Group’s Committee and another 4 are active in other school-related groups or 
committees. 
 
Brucehill 
There are currently 122 children on roll at the Brucehill Centre.  Figure 1 shows the 
extent of parental involvement in various activities in the year 2008-09 (up to May 
2009). Altogether the parents of 114 children, or 93% of the total, took part in at least 
one of these activities, and 99 (81%) took part in 4 or more. 
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Figure 1: Percentage of Brucehill parents involved in activities

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Home
Learning

Outings Special
Events

Fund raising Parents
Evening

Eco Garden Committee

%

  

1.7  Models of Family Learning 
In our previous study conceptual maps were used in an attempt to create a picture of 
the different approaches within Family Learning.14 The mapping exercise presented 
two common dimensions; one vertical continuum between ‘process’ and ‘product’; 
and a horizontal continuum between a focus on family or community at the left side 
and on school or nursery to the right (see below). The different models of family 
learning from across Scotland could be seen to inhabit different quadrants in the map 
depending on their focus – for example homework clubs being located in the bottom 
right quadrant by virtue of them being more tightly linked to the school curriculum and 
working towards a ‘product’ – the homework exercise. By drawing on this technique 
in relation to these two case studies, it suggests that through their holistic approach, 
they incorporate all four aspects of Family Learning, with an emphasis towards 
‘product’ and the early years curriculum in the Brucehill Centre and an emphasis 
towards the ‘process’ of Family Learning in Sanquhar. By adopting a social practices 
model, both projects value home practices and home knowledge which provide the 
bridge between the family and community and the formal educational system. They 
would be placed centrally on the following conceptual map. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
14 ibid 2008 p14 
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Figure 2: Models of Family Learning 
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Section 2. Children’s Experiences 

 It’s quite good because some of the children at home get very, very 
 bored and so they invented the Dads’ Group to keep us amused                                                    

                                           (Children’s Discussion Group) 
 
As outlined earlier, there has been considerable research on parental involvement 
and its impact on children’s education. Less work has been done to elicit children’s 
views on this.15 The opportunity was taken in the Sanquhar project to interview a 
group of children who had been involved in the Dads’ Group and their comments are 
included in this section to give a flavour of their experiences. It should be borne in 
mind that this was a small sample, comprising five children in a single discussion 
group. The parents’ views of their children’s experience in both Brucehill and 
Sanquhar were drawn from individual parent interviews, group discussions and the 
survey.  
 

 

                                                 
15  Children’s understandings of parental involvement in  education  ESRC (2000) 
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Three key themes arose out of this part of the study: 
 

 the creation of a ’special time’ for children and their parents 
 the freedom of the active learning approach 
 the experiences of learning together. 

2.1 Work Pressures and Creating ‘Special Time’ 
The pressures of working hours and shifts have had an effect on the time parents 
spend with their children. Research conducted in 2004 found that one in three 
families with children had a parent who regularly works at the weekend. It also found 
that more than half of parents who regularly work at weekends also work in the 
evening and a third work shifts or at night. Weekend workers also tended to work 
very long hours and were more likely than others to be poorly qualified and on a low 
income.16   
 
The importance of a ‘special time’ created for parents and children to be together and 
to learn together was noted and valued by a large number of participants. The 
children, in particular, raised this issue. When asked if they had a choice to go to 
activities with other adults, other clubs or the Dads Group, they preferred being with 
their dads. 
 

aye because you get to spend more time with your dad because my dad 
leaves the house at seven to get to his work and comes back about twenty 
past five and gets his dinner and I’m out playing with my friends at that time 
so when I’m in the house he’s working and then he’s in the house I’m out, so 
it gets me in with him so that I’m doing things with my Dad that I wouldn’t 
usually do. 
       (Children’s Discussion Group) 
 
I work night shifts and I am at home sleeping while my son is at the school but 
he is at an age when he likes PlayStation, Nintendo etc and it isn’ t really my 
kind of thing and you tend to find that he goes upstairs and plays and we 
don’t have a lot of time together but this is giving you a couple of hours every 
week to do something together..  

       (Sanquhar Parent Interview) 
 
Yes because my dad - he goes away up to see my grandpa because he’s 
sometimes not feeling well and then he’s normally away when I come home 
until about 5 o’clock and then I’m out playing. 
 
Dads normally do stuff with cars and things and I ask Dad -  come and play 
with me - but he’s busy.... but for Dads night, he has to 
 
     (Childrens’  Discussion Group) 

  
 The parents themselves also appreciated the way in which the set activities made it 

easier for them to spend time with their children. 
 

the fact that she is interacting with you with things in this box (the Science 
Box) that we’ve brought home for her …you don’t spend enough time with a 

                                                 
16 Barnes,M, Bryson,C Keep Time for Children:The incidence of weekend working NCSR London (2004)  
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child at home doing everyday easy things – y’know, it’s right.. dinner’s on, can 
I help with that, no mummy’s got the dinner ready and your dad’s coming 
home and ..y’know… whereas when you’re doing something like that, you’re 
taking time out and you’re making the effort to do it and actually it made us 
take time out once a week to do an activity at home and that’s something that 
we didn’t actually do before. She loved it. 
      (Brucehill Parent Interview) 

2.2 The Active Learning Approach 
As described in the previous section, the active learning approach offered creative 
opportunities for learning which were greatly appreciated by the children. 
 

the fact that it is fun and it’s interactive – they can see a start and an end 
result….the kids, they like to take a fun approach, they don’t want to an 
everyday kind of …oh we’ve got to do maths or we’ve got to do our numbers, 
y’know, it’s amazing. 
           (Brucehill Parent Interview) 

Play 

The importance of play for children has been well documented and its importance is 
now recognised in the Skills for Scotland agenda and the Early Years Strategy. 

 
Play and the environment for children can also support skills formation and a 
range of wider outcomes. Our early years strategy will support play and 
promote active learning as a vehicle for skills development.17 
 

It can help develop ideas, imagination and creativity, communication and language, 
physical co-ordination, a sense of self, empathy with others and expression of 
feelings.18 From observation and interviews it was apparent that play provided a safe 
learning environment, free from any sense of ‘not getting it right’ or failing.19   
 
Importantly, this also had an effect on the parents, so that when they and their 
children were engaging in a joint activity, they were both free to explore more 
confidently, take more risks or utilise a trial and error method to solve a problem, 
without appearing stupid or clumsy.  
 

I don’t think they’re feart to deal with it – plus if you’re sitting in the class and 
your one isn’t as confident as the other ones, then he wouldnae  do it 
because ‘ all the others is gonnae be better than mine’, and he wouldnae do it 
as (he’s thinking)  they’re just going to laugh at me’. Whereas we all laugh at 
each other, so it’s a joke. I mean some of the brussels ( in the catapult 
making exercise) went just …( on the floor) there – just fell off the end  
( laughter)  … so they’re seeing that and thinking well …so it doesnae matter  
 
yes - they’re feart to say something in the classroom in case they are wrong 
..in the likes of this situation they’re opening themselves out, ken – 
 

 
17 Skills for Scotland:A Lifelong Skills Strategy    September 2007  
18 See for example Garvey, C Play (1977) 
19 Moyles, J Just Playing:the role and status of play in early childhood education. London Open        
University Press (1989) 
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it gives them a lot more confidence …they seem to bond together better..and 
it brings the shyness out of them. 
       (Dad’s Group Discussion) 

Freedom to Experiment 
The hands-on approach enabled the children and their parents to be proactive in 
producing real objects and experiment through trial and error in ways with a freedom 
that fed their imagination. The enthusiasm and pleasure from both the parents and 
the children in re-telling their experiences of these activities demonstrate how 
effective the approach can be. 
 

building the hot air balloon – it was quite big – about 5 feet, you had to get all 
the folds, and cuts and where to glue it all together to make it strong and then 
there was like two fan heaters and we put them under and then we blew hot 
air into it and it worked - it went up - right up to the ceiling. I did not think we 
could make it as easy as we did. There was more folding than I thought but it 
went up with the hot air.                                (Children’s Group Discussion) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

we had a science box home, the one with 
the colours. There was painting and you put 
water in the Smarties and the colours all ran 
and she had to draw the colours and mix 
them together..we painted and she got to 
know which colours mixed together and 
made different colours…it was great I really 
enjoyed it, I probably would not have done 
anything like that with her .I colour and play 
with her but you do not experiment. It was 
teaching you to experiment as well….we 
have gone out and bought paint now to do 
at home. 
                         (Brucehill  Parent Interview) 
 

 
 
This freedom to explore and try out things was carried on outwith the organised 
sessions and appeared to be readily transferred to other self-directed learning. 
 

I got my wooden whistle ( that had been made at a Dads Group) and what 
happened was - I just thought of it – so I put a balloon on that end that you 
blow through….then  if you blow it up through the wee gap it blows the air into 
the balloon and then if you put your mouth away from it, it blows it down and 
makes the whistle blow because air is pushing into it 
 
After the wood carving, I took a log of wood home and I went to my Pappa’s – 
I was just carving it with chisels first and then just scraped it and gave it eyes, 
same size and drawed this wee knife in it so it was spiking it up at the top and 
did eyebrows and eyelashes on it and a nose and I was doing a moustache 
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…and it was good. (Q. Was your Pappa there?) Aye he was working in the 
garden.0    (Children’s Group discussion) 

Exposure to New Experiences 

A low income limits possibilities and opportunities and can cut families with children 
out of experiences that other families might take for granted. This is not only about 
money but the effect it has on parent’s aspirations and knowledge about what is 
available.  Both projects organised outings and trips that provided new, interesting 
and challenging experiences for their children. Sometimes these were funded within 
the existing budget of the project itself but a lot of them were provided through the 
fund raising efforts of the parents themselves.  
 
 There was a trip to Arran last year. It was a gorgeous sunny day and you and 
 the children could walk round that island. That was very nice. 
        (Sanquhar Parent Interview) 
  

This Saturday that’s just passed, we went back to Arran again with our family 
and we brought back Arran cheeses – because on the ferry they had a 
service thing  and we got to try all these cheeses with an oat biscuit. We got 
front seats and just kept going up and down getting the cheese. 
      (Children’s Group discussion) 
     
she has had golf, Taikwondo, football, country dancing,.., she  would never 
before have done things like that.             (Brucehill Parents Interviews) 
 

The children in the group discussion were asked which activity they had enjoyed the 
most in the Dads’ Group. 
 Going to “Escape” – it was like a big centre and you could go snow boarding 
 and all that – and ice skating and do all different activities and you can do 
 bowling ……..and you can have a Chinese too. 
  

 I went sailing at Lochgoilhead – sometimes I feel seasick in boats, but we 
 started rocking the boats… I accidentally let go of one of the paddles and it 
 went away …and then we had a water fight with flippers splashing each other 
 and things and I was standing up there at the top and saying bring it up to me 
 here and they threw it up I got water all in my mouth.. and I got soaked …it 
 was really good                                       ( Children’s’ Group Discussion) 

2.3 Learning Together 
One of the principles associated with Family Learning has been the idea of a 
transferability of literacy and numeracy capabilities from parent to child. This is 
increasingly being seen as only part of a much more complex process. It has been 
suggested that the quality of parental involvement and the consistency of their 
support may be more important than any transfer of literacy capabilities.20 
Contemporary accounts of learning argue there is not a one to one relationship 
between what is taught and what is learned.21   Rather each learner takes from the 
process the meanings that their experiences and competence enable them to 

 
20 Auerbach (1989) 
21 For example Wenger, E Communities of Practice Learning Meaning, and Identity 1998; Moon, J A 
Handbook of Reflective and Experiential Learning (2004) 
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recognise and make sense of.  Learning is designed for rather than designed, and is 
fundamentally social in the sense that it is shaped by our relationships.  
  

        
 
In addition, adults who may not have been motivated to learn for themselves, find 
that the experience of being a parent not only increases their learning aspirations for 
their children, but through active involvement their own learning motivation increases, 
which in turn helps their children’s motivation – thereby stimulating a positive learning 
spiral for both generations.22 As discussed above, offering a special time and space 
for parents and children to be together was valued highly. What was also apparent 
was the way in which, within this protected space,  the activities themselves and the 
way they had been provided encouraged new ‘relationships of learning’ to be forged. 
There were many examples of the pleasure parents took in learning together in this 
way with their children. 
 

I think it gives you more confidence as well …because they made broccoli 
soup – now I’ve never made this before but she came home with this little cup 
of soup, so I said how did you make it ? So she said we had the broccoli 
flowers and we had the red things – so I said lentils? Yes , and we had the 
square  stock cubes – what flavour were they? - vegetable .So we went to  
Asda and we bought broccoli we bought stock cubes and we bought lentils  
and we went home threw all in the big pot -  just leave it mum – she said,  just 
throw it all in the pot, put the lid on and forget about it. 
      (Brucehill Group Discussion) 
 
At the session I decided to make a carnival, I made the base  and the wee 
horses, we made them out of paper, cardboard. ….  I then put in a battery in 
below, to turn the revolving stock - with a nine volt battery it was quite hard so 
I made it as light as possible…... Then my wee son asked me ‘what about 
some lights, Dad?’ Well I could couple them onto the roundabout or add 
more, then you’d get 4 or 5 lights but my son wanted as well  -‘ something 
different - I want the lights on sometimes and off other times’  So it was 

                                                 
22 Smith,J & Spurling,A Understanding Motivation for Lifelong Learning NIACE (2001) 
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another thing to think of, apart from him making the little horses …I was 
thinking well – I could make the connections OK or I could put them semi- on 
or off, .. a couple in a series, end to end, . it was just trial and error. ..and they 
started to flash,  and then all the rest of them were saying – ‘oh what’s he 
doing?’ - and they all thought it was quite good. My son loved it, of course he 
did.                                                                            (Sanquhar Dad Interview) 

2.4 The Benefits to Children 
The following comments are individual perceptions of change in those children 
whose parents had taken part in the two initiatives. The Sanquhar parents were 
talking about their primary school age children and the Brucehill parents about pre-
school children. 
 

I would say they are more engaged in what they are doing. They are keen to 
come up and talk to you about what they did, so there’s a lot more 
communication because there is a lot more in common I suppose….they are 
enthusiastic about it and they are learning new skills. The children are 
learning new skills, definitely. 

       (Depute Head Sanquhar) 
 
 It seems to help them along at school. We have noticed a big difference in our 
 youngest daughter with her school work. It seems as though she’s buckled 
 down now and trying harder at school.     
            (Sanquhar Dad interview) 

 
 He has come to me more and asked for help with his homework especially 
 Maths.           (Sanquhar Dad interview) 
 

I’ve got older children and we used to bake cakes but I would never let them 
be touching cookers, but she said  - no we’re allowed to stir it-  so she got up 
on the little step thing and she stirred the pot and when we got the blender out 
she put it in and it made for more encouragement that she was doing it 
            (Brucehill Group Discussion) 

  
He is now much more confident. It has made a difference..he has had a 
different time compared to my other five children …you do not realise that he 
has learned so much                           (Brucehill Parents) 
 
After 4 years I can observe a huge difference.. the biggest thing was the 
excitement in the school before an activity – it gradually builds up – the kids 
stop you in the dinner queue to tell you their dad is coming – say for the first 
time.                   ( Sanquhar Teacher interview) 
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Section 3.  Parents’ Experiences 

The two initiatives have many common characteristics and approaches to family 
learning. Their purpose, setting and remit, however, are different. The Brucehill 
Centre is an education facility offering education and childcare to over 100 children. 
The Dads’ Group based in Sanquhar Primary School is a voluntary association with 
input from a Family Learning Team.  
 
This section looks at the experiences of the parents who were involved in each of 
them, in particular their descriptions and views of their own learning. Although both 
initiatives were concerned to engage parents in order to improve their children’s 
education, it is possible to identify a ‘learning pathway’ that opened up for the adults 
as a direct result of their participation. The additional educational resources provided 
by the Community Learning and Development Team in the Sanquhar initiative 
created another parallel pathway for the Dads’ Group which will also be described. 

3.1 The Focus on Their Children  
The experience of parenthood can be of central importance in remoulding’ parents 
awareness of their own learning aspirations.23 The starting point in each project was 
the motivation of the parents to support their children’s learning. This impetus can be 
seen to override an initial reluctance or disinterest to engage with the educational 
system, if the learning climate is positive. From the evidence in this study it was 
apparent that this potential was nurtured in these initiatives through: 
 

 building on parents’ motivation to help their children 
 an apprenticeship model of learning 
 creating networks of support 
 providing access to further learning opportunities 

 
The first step in this process is governed by the initial motivation by parents to help 
their children. As parents take part in the activities, their experience can give them a 
new confidence in their own ability. There was evidence in this study to show that 
they were becoming more confident as educators; gaining more understanding of 
how their children learn; and through this process becoming more aware of their own 
areas of competence, and the knowledge and skills that they could contribute. 
 
Parents as Educators 
From the survey and the interviews there was evidence that the parents were aware 
of a change in the way they engaged in their children’s learning. 
 

it’s not forced upon you.. indirectly you kind of think – oh I’m teaching – 
because when you get the boxes and books and everything home – although 
it’s a game and the child thinks it’s a game but you as a parent think – yes I’m 
teaching you something here …which is kind of  oh, there’s a point to this and 
a worth to this                                              (Brucehill Parent Interview) 

  

 
23 Smith,J & Spurling,A Understanding Motivation for Lifelong Learning NIACE (2001) 
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 Kid’s aren’t realising that they are learning. You just need to capture and hold 
 their attention and you can ask them questions weeks and months down  the 
 line and they can remember it.                       (Sanquhar Parents Discussion) 
        
The survey showed a considerable number of those who responded had changed 
this view of themselves since being involved with the two initiatives. 
 
Figure 3:  Responses to question: Since coming to the nursery/joining the group, 
have you thought differently about any of the following?  
Chart shows percentages of “Yes” responses. 
 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

The way children 
learn

The way I can help 
them

Myself as someone 
who can teach them 

things

Brucehill

Sanquhar

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4:  Responses to question: Since coming to the nursery/joining the group 
have you noticed any change in your feelings about education and learning and your 
self confidence? Are they better, the same or less good?  
Chart shows percentages saying “Change for the better”. 
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3.2 Understanding How Children Learn 
As stated earlier, educational methods can change over time and parents are 
sometimes unsure about what is expected of them. A commitment to involving 
parents directly when introducing newer methods rests on providing them with the 
appropriate information  - ‘it is not enough that parents should simply do as they have 
been done to. It is vital that we explain to all the involved adults what we are doing’’.24 
 
The learning materials and activities in the Brucehill Centre that were offered for 
parents to take home were designed explicitly to help parents understand how they 
could help their children learn. This was reinforced at every opportunity: through 
visual displays on the walls; leaflets produced about emotional literacy; or information 
sheets for the opening of the Eco Garden. These were produced by the nursery 
themselves, using simple language and straightforward suggestions.  
 
Folders containing information about each child’s learning were available and easily 
visible for parents to look at whenever they liked. 
 

every child has a little folder and these little  reports about she has done this 
and that and she has learnt this, and you think    -  alright I can teach her this 
and that – I feel she’s learning all the time. A lot of times I’m thinking, even 
when I stand in the kitchen and cook something or do something and she 
comes and asks me what’s this for? - she’ll say this is like in my nursery so I 
can explain to her. So I know she’s learning from this. They learn all the time 
 
when you leave school, it’s work, work work and you forget what being a child 
is all about. When you come into a place and they suggest putting colour into 
water..it sparks you off and you think, well I have got food colour at home, 
what will happen if we put colour or hundreds and thousands into a cake 
mixture and bake it – it becomes a rainbow cake. 
                                             ( Brucehill Group Discussion) 
 
One of the parents nights a woman explained that the kids are wee sponges 
at the moment and she gave us tips    
                                                                             ( Brucehill  Parent Interview) 

 
The home activities such as the Science Boxes in Brucehill were designed jointly by 
the parents and teachers. The very act of trying them out in the development phase 
and feeding back any problems, put parents in the driving seat as active partners, 
without fear of failure. This activity was undertaken alongside other parents and 
teachers - helping each other and gaining an understanding of what learning entails.  
 
Although the Sanquhar Dads’ Group used the Primary School as their base and were 
actively supported by the teaching staff, the activities they engaged in were not 
planned to support the school curriculum in a direct way. Within the school there 
already existed a programme of family learning activities starting with the nursery 
class, to enable parents to learn more about child development and their learning, 
usually attended by mothers. 
 
The initial stages of the Dads’ Group involved a dialogue between the team and the 
fathers themselves and the programme evolved out of their mutual interests.  

 
24 Waterland,L Read with Me: An Apprenticeship Approach to Reading  Thimble Press (1991)revised second 
edition  
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However there was also evidence that through being involved in planning the 
sessions, and working together with their children, they were also appreciating how 
their children were learning. The following extract demonstrates a father adopting an 
‘apprenticeship model’ naturally and spontaneously.  
 

I said why not take the keyboard (at a Talent Night), you can play that. I said 
you can play that side and I’ll play this side –well no he wanted to play it 
himself but he wanted me to write the notes down for him, so I wrote in C and 
D and so on . So I shared it with him. I thought I can play the accordion but 
not that well,  so if I play that – I did that for my son – he was doing a bit and I 
was doing a bit and in the end we both did a bit together. I don’t think he 
would have gone up and done it himself. 
       (Sanquhar Dad Interview) 

 
In these examples, a community of practice is evident where an ‘apprenticeship 
model’ of learning can be detected in the learning exchanges between parent and 
child and between parents and education staff–  taking part in the learning 
experience alongside others who had expertise in the particular activity and its 
educational purpose. As in any community of practice, this was not only in one 
direction. The participatory methods employed enabled different types of knowledge 
to be brought to bear on activities and programmes. In some activities, children were 
seen to be helping their parents. 

3.3 Applying Their Skills and Knowledge 
For some parents, this experience allowed them to recognise and value their own 
knowledge and skills and transfer this competence to extend their involvement with 
the projects – by taking on tasks, helping with sessions or outings and seeing 
themselves as active participants, not passive ‘consumers’ of a service. The 
motivation here is still a concern to help their children but it appears to broaden out to 
support the wider learning community that they were beginning to feel a part of. Many 
parents took ideas from these opportunities and developed them with their children at 
home.  
 He loved being involved with the garden, last year I got him wee gloves and a 
 garden set                                                ( Brucehill Parent Interview) 
 
The empowerment approach evident in both projects enabled the parents to extend 
these skills and become more actively involved, even in small ways.  
 

on the day of the garden party I helped a group of children plant flowers. 
While I have done this with my two children I hadn’t worked with a group of 
smaller children before.                      ( Brucehill Parent Interview) 

 
As the parents became more familiar with what type of activities worked well for the 
children, this stimulated them to think of different things that could be tried.  
 

That was my idea to recreate adverts from the telly with the kids. There was a 
programme on the telly of 50 of the greatest TV adverts and that gave us 
some ideas. We printed off a list to give people ideas. I did the bread advert 
where the builder’s trousers keep falling down. I had to recreate a building 
site and I had to get cement and a wheelbarrow and high visibility clothing 
and a hard hat.  It was great fun and I really enjoyed it. 
                                  ( Sanquhar Parent Interview) 
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In Sanquhar, one of the grandparents has taken a lead role in helping with woodwork 
activity, other fathers have led sessions such as building a ‘marble maze’ and hot air 
balloons, a cereal collage and other arts and crafts sessions. In many of these 
examples it is possible to see a shift away from a teacher-as- expert model. The 
parents are often learning from each other. 

 
They had a lady come and tell stories one night, from a book and then she 
switched to the parents and asked if anyone had any stories to tell?  She 
asked where we all worked.  I said that I worked in the mines for 40 years.  
She said ‘Well Alec, you are bound to have lots of stories from the mines’.  I 
said ’ I could tell you stories for ever more about being down the mines’.  So I 
started telling some stories (Sanquhar Grandparent Interview) 

3.4 Increased Participation 
For those who were able to remain involved in this way they quickly developed a 
commitment to the project and its future – to support it through attending events or 
fundraising or becoming more actively involved in its management by joining the 
parents’ committee or planning group. This committee experience covered areas 
such as planning, organisation, opening financial accounts, applying for funds and 
speaking to council officials or conferences about the initiative. 
 
Getting involved in the parents’ committees provided another level of learning 
opportunities. For some parents this was building on skills they already had from 
other life experiences. For example, the Chair of the Dads’ Committee in Sanquhar 
also held a position in the Dumfries & Lockerbie branch of the railway union.    
 
These activities required a range of skills and talents which the parents shared and 
developed amongst themselves, drawing from the apprenticeship model approach 
that they have already experienced. Those who have certain talents share them with 
others and the parents urge each other along and offer help and support. 
 

I volunteered her to be the Assistant Chair, I did not really know her then but 
she said she did not know anything, so I said - become an assistant Chair 
and I will teach you!                             (Brucehill Group Discussion) 
 

Such willingness to take on new challenges is supported and celebrated within the 
group. Parents found themselves taking on new roles that they had not attempted 
before – speaking at conferences, being televised, and speaking to local politicians - 
backed by these networks of support. 
 

 we applied to the Area Committee for funds and first of all we got rejected .. 
….we appealed and I went down from the Sanquhar Group .. we had to sit in 
front of the local councillors and it was very nerve wracking… and then they 
asked if anyone would speak on behalf of it so I stood up and spoke .. I mean 
I’m quite confident now but something like that – public speaking, really isn’t 
my thing so it was a wee sweat and ..anyway I explained what the group was 
all about because I didn’t know if they knew Anyway every councillor then 
changed their mind and funded us…I was quite pleased Q That must have 
made you feel very good? Yes as I felt I had done something for the group.Q 
How much did you get?   £9900 and the Kirkconnel group got the same which 
was good.                                   (Sanquhar Parent Interview) 
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Those parents who became involved in this way gained in confidence and took on 
new leadership roles in the community. A core of fathers whose children had moved 
up to the local secondary school are now engaged in setting up a new group there. 
 
In a similar way, in Brucehill a number of parents who had been involved in the 
parents committee in the Centre were becoming active in the Parent Council of the 
primary school, once their children had moved up there. 

‘developing local leadership needs to be combined with widening involvement 
and participatory processes. These processes build communities' capacity to 
engage effectively with public bodies, develop services, and ultimately 
improve community life. Community empowerment is a process where people 
work together to make change happen in their communities by having more 
power and influence over what matters to them.’25 

3.5 Access to Adult Education and Learning 
In Brucehill, community learning and development was not an integral part of the 
project structure but the Centre still provided a springboard for some adults to review 
their own educational interests and future employment options.  
 
In the Sanquhar project, the involvement of the Community Learning and 
Development (CLD) team provided a parallel learning pathway for the parents 
involved in the Dads’ Group. Many people from groups who are less well represented 
in education and training provision may often be unaware of educational 
opportunities that are available in their area, or lack the confidence, time or money to 
take advantage of them. Others may perceive learning as formal and irrelevant and 
something ‘other people do’. 26 The involvement of the Family Learning Team with 
the Dads’ Group reduced these barriers considerably.  
 

You know because they are much more confident, that they think - yes, I can 
do this - and  again for a lot of them It’s knowing people, like Mary-Anne and 
Violet on a really personal basis so they can then ask for these things or need 
to go to these classes that they would never do before.  

                      ( Sanquhar Teacher) 
 
The team were able to suggest courses or classes such as computing, or storytelling; 
offer individual help with literacy; advise on various educational certifications; and 
offer learning opportunities that connected with group members developing interests.  
 

one of the things is of course about core skills, ICT and that kind of thing.. I’ve 
been keen to get them onto a computer because I knew a lot of them were 
interested but .. what’s happened is , particularly if you are working in a 
manual job, you don’t come across a computer every day.. while they might 
have one in the house because they realise that their kids are going to have 
to be computer literate, the dads don’t always get a chance to get on a 
computer…whereas the mums may have more time at home, and even have 
one in their work. 

                               (CLD Team Discussion) 
  

 
25 The Scottish Government   The Community Empowerment Action Plan (2009) 
26  McGivney,V Working with Excluded Groups NIACE 2000 
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Sometimes these interests had been sparked through the activity sessions they had 
been involved in with their children. As the adult education worker noted, their 
involvement in the ‘soft’ learning environment of the Dad’s Group appears to have 
altered their perceptions of adult learning and encouraged them to take up more 
formal learning opportunities.27 
As a result of helping to plan an activity session for the children, one of the fathers 
became particularly interested in making short animation films and creating TV 
adverts and is developing this interest through the adult education worker. 

 
We are going to get together and make some short films.  I’ve come up with 
some ideas and he has the technical know how. 
 
I only went because Jim had put it on but I didn’t think that it would be my 
thing.   Although stories were being told I thought that the lady would have 
prompted us more so I wrote down a list to help the other guys i.e. sad 
stories, happy stories, also some prompts, for example. motorbikes, near 
misses, falling out of trees.  Jim photocopied it and handed it out to the guys 
to help prompt stories.   
 

A father whose active work in the community was being restricted because of his 
problem with dyslexia was able to access a tutor to help him with this and last year 
received the Adult Literacy and Numeracy  Learner of the Year’ Award: 
 

When we were at the fathers’ group a local councillor came along to judge a 
Hallowe’en competition.  I got speaking to him and he said that he was trying 
to promote adult learning which I was interested in as I am dyslexic and I 
spoke to him about it.  He then got me set up with a tutor and I now attend 
classes twice a week and it is managing to fit in with my work pattern as I 
work shifts.  …...  I have noticed a big difference in myself and I am now not 
embarrassed to sit down with my kids and help them with their homework.  
Before I would have came up with excuses and said that the dog was needing 
a walk. 
 
I would never have told anyone before that I was dyslexic and I have never 
met you before but I am now quite happy to tell you…. When I was running 
the scouts I was always getting my wife to do things for me but now I am able 
to do things for the scouts without depending on other people helping me. 
I feel as if I can walk proud now. (Q It must be nice for your kids as well now 
that you are helping them?) My oldest daughter realised that I was dyslexic 
and she helped me when I started getting lessons and it has actually brought 
us closer together.  If it wasn’t for the fathers’ group I would have still been in 
the same position. People don’t realise that it can cut you off from a lot of 
things for example you are always needing to fill in forms. I used to always 
find a good excuse not to fill things in. 
 

 
An example of one man’s experience of the Sanquhar Dads’ Group is presented here 
to give a flavour of the holistic approach adopted and the way in which learning 
pathways opened up for him through membership of the group. It shows how the 
different learning opportunities were provided - in a flexible and responsive manner –
which produced a variety of benefits at many different levels. 
 

 
27 Cooper,J BA Dissertation Glasgow University 2007 



 

30 

                                                                                                                  

One Learning Pathway 
His Dad’s in the airforce, so I started taking my grandson tae the group… 
they involve you in everything, if you was new into the group they came 
forward and welcomed you into the group  They had a story night, and she 
was reading them out of a book…asked if anybody had any stories to tell. I 
said that I’d worked in the mines for 40 years and I can tell you stories for 
evermore, about down the mine.  And I started telling a couple a stories.   

Jim says, Alec, we’ve a storytelling group starting up - we meet in the pub, 
have a social drink, sit and tell stories and then we start making all these 
stories up. I said, Aye, that would be fine It was stories about everything, 
everything that you can imagine, away back to your childhood and all the 
way through, right up to you was working, and stories about the mine,  

We’re developing it intae a book. And then the stories could be told to the 
children. I did start one, it’s been running through ma family, and it was ma 
Dad that telt us the story,  in they days there was nae televisions or anything 
so that was part and parcel of the family life with the sitting round the fire at 
night.  And it was about the river fairies, they were making the money, that, 
efter they had ta’en the silver out the stones tae make the money, they used 
tae leave a coin below the stone that they had ta’en the silver out of.  We 
used tae spend hours, hunting, turning up stones, and turning up stones.  
And when ma children was wee, I did the same wi them, and I’ve done it with 
the grandchildren.  And I’ve continued that story through three generations. 

I’m in the middle of transcribing it now, tae put it through tae the book.  Jim 
taped it. ... Well, I couldnae work a computer. Now that’s another thing that 
I’m learning tae dae You think well you’re too old for tae dae this, you’re too 
old for to dae that, but it’s really nice. There’s ones a lot younger than me 
that hasnae been into computers and they’re getting intae it now. That’s 
been a benefit for me. And it keeps your mind alert all the time. Jim takes a 
lot of time wi ye, and helps you out, and tells you how to do everything. 

They was real funny stories, real life stories, ken, Peter works on the railway, 
so he started telling stories that was quite funny, about things that 
happened in the tunnels.  So, the tunnels related back tae the mines where I 
worked with the tunnels, so we’re trying to link all the, link up all the stories.  
...  It’ll no be ready for a wee while.  The book is coming together. 

it’s nice to hear stories - other people, where they work, and what they’ve 
done . I mean, I never realised what they guys done on the railway, but it 
gave me an insight into that, and some people work in factories I never 
worked in factories in my life, but it gave me an insight intae just exactly 
how other industries work.  ...learning comes all the way right through it. 

And it’s nice to look back. and say well, I achieved that. My family was all 
mining – and my Granddads .. ... I would say the mining tradition was a great 
tradition for storytelling, When you sat down for your piece there’s maybe 
10, 12 or 20 of you and you’re sitting and you just tell stories or listen tae 
stories. And I mind when I was young my Dad used to tell us stories all the 
time,he was a great storyteller. And you think well maybe I was sitting 
listening to they stories, and storing them in my mind, and then all these 
stories comes years and years efter, these stories come back. ken.  ....  I 
think it’s important for kids to ken where their roots ...where their roots, or 
where their parents’ or their grandparents’ roots began. 
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3.6 Routes to Employment and Training 
The range of activities parents became involved with provided different opportunities 
for them to develop their own skills and talents. One of the fathers who had 
previously been a forestry worker helped to plan and facilitate arts and craft activities 
for the group, then was asked to do the same for the primary school and has now 
taken up employment as a Classroom Assistant. The same route was taken by one 
of the mothers actively involved in the Brucehill Centre. 
 

That’ s right – in fact before my daughter left nursery I changed my job and 
went to work in a school.  I never thought that I had patience and I went on to 
be a learning assistant which I love.  Nursery had given me the taste for it. 

 
The resource provided by all the education staff was not only a case of matching 
interests with possible courses or classes but encouraging and supporting those 
parents who were taking relatively new steps along these routes to further learning or 
educational qualifications. 
 

I was driving the cranes, offshore – good job but that was when the accident 
occurred. After that it was into computing… Alex said ‘there is a CV course 
coming up and employers want it, why don’t you come along, it might help? 
I said I didn’t really want to, I’m no sure and Alex said I’ll put your name in, go 
in early, get a good seat and if you don’t like it, come back and tell me. 
 
After that, things started to roll... there was the First Aid course - Ann said we 
could do with you as there are computers up there, and you can sit in to help 
people and do the first aid course as well. She asked if I would like to teach 
computers.  I did not know, as I wondered if I could do a good job as I had not 
done it before, I said I’ll try it.  There was a girl  in a wheelchair, I thought if 
she can do that in a wheelchair then I can match that. She dropped out so 
they were stuck without a tutor so I stepped in from there. They said I was 
good at explaining things.  They asked if I could teach a class in Kirkconnel, a 
12 week course, so now I am a part time tutor. 
      ( Sanquhar Parent Interview) 

3.7  Learning Pathways 
The following diagram is an attempt to show how ‘learning pathways’ opened up as a 
result of the parents’ growing confidence and recognition of their own abilities and the 
way in which the two initiatives encouraged them to apply these. Although presented 
as a series of stages the whole process is much more organic and complex and 
takes place over a considerable period of time. The different elements influence and 
interact with each other in complex ways so that each step along the way is different 
for each person. Participation is not obligatory, and the numbers involved in the 
different stages will vary considerably. The parents’ key motivation was to help their 
children with their leaning and this drove the process along, particularly in the 
beginning stages. However as their confidence grew many parents began to apply 
their learning within the security of the home or the Dads’ group or the Centre’s 
activities. This led some of them to take up other learning opportunities, courses and 
classes where these were provided and others to take up the responsibilities of the 
committees. A small number went on to take up employment as a direct result of their 
involvement with these initiatives and many more were developing skills that would 
enhance their future employability. 
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Section 4.  Home and School 

4.1 Relationship and Communication 
The relationship between home and the school, or home and nursery, and the quality 
of communication between the two has been seen as a key factor influencing 
parental involvement. The more conventional channels of communication include 
face to face meetings, parent meetings, letters home, newsletters, workshops, and 
social events. Both projects were aware of the importance of communication with 
parents and the way in which this forms the basis of the relationships they wished to 
develop with them.  

 
There has got to be lots of methods of communication and our attention to 
detail has to be great.  It is about relationship building, communicating, 
respect, listening and responding to people, being flexible, being 
approachable.  I can’t expect the parents to do all these things for me if they 
don’t know who I am and If they don’t see me about. 

      (Brucehill Head Teacher Interview)  
 

They have closed down on this environmental stuff, so what they have done 
now is instead of printing out the newsletters they’ll ask you if you have an 
email address and they’ll e mail it to you  So it’s good, you get it at home – 
you don’t know how many times have we lost the other newsletter. 

  
 …Some places the staff are in wee cliques and they only have certain parents 
 that they speak to.  But not here, they make you feel so welcome.  Carol is 
 the Janitor and she makes everyone feel welcome, she speaks to all the kids 
 and it makes a difference 
 
                                                                                    (Brucehill Couple interview) 
 
The other key channel of communication are the children themselves who as Hannon 
has noted ‘ constantly cross and re-cross the home and school boundary with 
information about one world for the other.‘28 One of the teachers who had been away 
on a Dads’ Group outing gave this example of how communication channels with the 
parents and children had improved. 
 

We were away this last weekend and a young girl who was in P1,who I didn’t 
see much there, as we took different cars to Blair Drummond Safari park, 
approached me in the corridor in school the next day to tell me that she had 
been and what her favourite bits were and then asked me  what my favourite 
things had been. So she started a conversation with me very naturally – a 
child from P1 having  an easy conversation with a P7 teacher - that wouldn’t 
have happened before. 
      (Sanquhar Teacher Interview) 

 
Good communication between the education staff, parents and children supports 
learning opportunities. For example, a storytelling session for the Dad’s Group was 
organised but interest in it was low, possibly because it was a step away from the 
physical or practical hands on activities that had been undertaken so far. The teacher 

 
28 Hannon,P Literacy, Home, and School. Research and practice in Teaching Literacy with Parents (1995) 
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in the school aroused the children’s interest in it with the result that they took their 
enthusiasm home and then badgered their fathers to come. The success of this 
particular activity will be discussed later but it may not have materialised at all without 
recourse to the communication channel that had already been established. 
 
The teachers in the primary school valued this informal channel of communication 
with both the children and the parents. The biggest advantage was seen as easing 
communication about any difficulties that arose. 
 

Oh the relationships are superb-  and that then flows down to the children, the 
children know then when they get me, ‘oh my dad knows you’, and you have 
a bit of banter on Burns night and the children know that and they kind of 
make that link with you, it makes life easier for them so that if they have got a 
problem you are that much more approachable for them. 
 
 its far easier for me to if I have got a problem or if they have got a problem,  
to make that connection with the parents and to go to the parents right away 
and say ‘look’, and its not a confrontational thing you know, they know that I 
am working on their side and interested in their children      
     (Sanquhar Teacher Interview) 

 
Support with Individual Needs 
The development of respectful and easier relationships can allow support to be given 
when families have particular needs. 
  

Now he is going to his own bed now .., he gets a book from the nursery to 
read and takes it back in the morning.  He used to sleep in my bed all the 
time, but now he does not. I got him out of my bed when I was pregnant, but 
when my partner died he came back into my bed.  Then I had to try and get 
him back to his bed so the nursery suggested that we do this. They gave him 
a book each day and it has worked.  Sometimes he wants me to read it as 
soon as we get in the house, other times he wants to read it at bedtime.  

             (Brucehill Parents Interview) 
 

It was Gail that said to me that he was finding it quite hard to say some of the 
words and she said -would you mind taking this home and do it with him?  
She made a point of saying ‘Would you mind’. I asked if they had a list of the 
rhymes and she supplied me with the book.  I thought that was terrific to do 
that.  They get things home like the science projects, but the books helped his 
speech.  He also has speech DVDs that we put on when he is pottering about 
at home. 

                                                                              (Brucehill Couple Interview) 

4.2 Parental Involvement in Learning    
Most learning that takes place outside of school, for children and adults, is through 
engaging in a socially meaningful enterprise where participants form a community of 
practice which offers the resources and context for learning.29 These projects provide 
a new space to form such a community of practice between the boundaries of home 
and school. They present children and adults with new ways to participate in 
experiences that offer new identities as learners and teachers and go beyond what is 
usually seen as parental involvement in school/nursery. 

 
29 Wenger, E Communities of Practice Learning, Meaning, and Identity (1998) 
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The parents who were involved with these two initiatives felt that they were respected 
and their views and ideas welcomed. Inviting them to run a session, plan the design 
of an activity, give their views, or talk to the children about a topic, communicated a 
positive message that affirmed their role as educators. This was also the basis of the 
positive relationships that have evolved and changed the way parents identified with 
the school/nursery. The ease with which parents came in and out of the school or 
nursery was also noted by the majority of participants in this study, both education 
staff and parents. 
 

You can see they are more comfortable coming into school, just even telling us 
that their child is not going to be coming in.  They know how to get into the 
school, basic things like that, they are happy, they know where to go, where to 
report to.  That’s important for some people, you know what it’s like yourself if you 
go to new school and you think right ‘how am I getting in here’. 
 
       (Depute Head Sanquhar) 
 

As a technique to understand the meaning their involvement had for them, the 
parents in the Brucehill group discussion were asked to imagine the nursery as an 
object or piece of equipment in their home.  
 
 It’s a big comfy sofa – I suppose because it’s welcoming and somewhere that 
 you can just go and meet friends sit and have a coffee, chat and the children 
 just feel comfortable in nursery.  … years ago that garden was just a 
 wasteland of green but to me when you walk up that path now it’s an 
 extension of home  - everything looks happy and welcoming and colourful it’s 
 not a case of this is a case of school education - it’s home from home. 
      (Brucehill Group Discussion) 
 
Positive experiences of involvement led to the parents becoming a powerful resource 
for both the school and the nursery. They offered all manner of practical help, with 
outings, building or making items for school activities or special events. In addition 
and increasingly, as outlined in the previous section, they acted as tutors, enriching 
the curriculum with their own knowledge and talents. Two of the mothers who work in 
the school canteen ran a healthy eating ‘Ready Steady Cook’ session for the Dads 
Group. They also got their husbands involved 
 

so if someone says ‘oh we are doing a project on this’ then you can say ‘oh 
so and so’s dad is quite good at that’ or ‘he’s interested in that’ 

  
This increased involvement we have got one dad who is involved in the men’s 
group, and is a parent helper- he comes in and helps.  Now that would not 
have been the case before.  We had two men who have been involved in the 
men’s group, they went to France with us as parent helpers.One dad I am 
thinking of, he is very artistic and he did something with the Dads Group and 
Alex (the teacher) said you should see  D, he’s super. He’s a parent helper 
now and P1 use him for Art and Craft 

      ( Teachers in Sanquhar School) 
  
 I went to Sanquhar Primary and demonstrated the art of whistle- making 
 from a piece of hazel wood                                     ( Sanquhar survey)  
 



 

36 

                                                                                                                  

                                                

4.3 Congruent or Divergent Practices 
Sometimes there can be a disparity between statements about parental involvement 
and what parents actually experience. This has been described as the ‘deep 
structure of communication’ – that what is communicated at a deeper level is more 
powerfully felt and can sometimes be at odds with the surface message. The 
message that parents are the prime educators of their children will be registered as 
false if the views about how children should be taught come only from the school. 
As Hannon says, then parents will register at a deep level that they aren’t that 
important. 30 
 
The social practices approach adopted by Family Learning in Scotland recognises 
that there are different language and literacy practices within the educational system, 
the home and community.  
 

As they encounter the literacies of the school, children will differ in how 
meaningful they find these, depending on the extent to which the schooled 
literacies are similar to those of home.31 
 

The communication and the relationship between the parents and the school forms 
an important channel for the school, stimulating it to understand and recognise the 
strengths of home and community language and literacy practices.  It enables 
schools to shape their own policies and practice by responding to differences so as 
to maximise the learning opportunities for all children. The examples of parents being 
actively involved in planning active and engaging learning alongside teachers and 
other community education staff in both projects can be seen as one means of 
achieving this shift in the boundaries between home and school experiences.  
 

they are keen to come up and talk to you about what they did (at Dads’ 
nights).  ‘This is what we did’, so there is a lot more communication because 
there is a lot more in common I suppose (Depute Head Sanquhar School) 

 
It is difficult to think of them ( things he has learned) as you don’t realise the 
learning is taking place as it is so intertwined.   (Brucehill Parent Interview) 

. 
The following example demonstrates the intergenerational family learning and the 
way in which the learning is coming out of the relationships involved. The session 
had begun with a storyteller telling stories and then the families were invited to write 
their own together. 
 

(Father) There was this man there and he told stories, the kids had to draw 
the pictures and we had to write a story and edit it all.( At this point the son 
showed the interviewer the storybook that they had made)(Son) We all wrote 
it together my dad and my wee sister and me. (Father) I worked on the farm 
at the time so that was how we got the animal idea (Son) it was my dad’s 
idea. We had watched this programme about this sheep dog puppy, the 
puppy was actually telling the story, so my dad said why don’t we try that and 
it worked out - so it’s the calf telling the story. My wee sister did the pictures 
and me and my dad did the story. (Wife) – It’s a lovely thing to keep. 

       (Sanquhar Family Interview) 
 

 
30 ibid 1995 
31 Heywood,J (Ed) Involving Parents in Early Literacy  City of Edinburgh Council (2000) 
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Involving parents and other staff members in running sessions allows for a much 
greater understanding and merging of different practices between the home and the 
school which should be of positive benefit to the children. The shift in power 
relationships can also enable parents to develop their confidence to influence school 
practices, as seen in the following example from one parent whose child had moved 
up from the nursery to  primary school,   
 

Yes, I remember her coming home and they were doing shapes and she said 
to me the teacher is doing shape today and I don’t understand it.  So I said to 
her why don’t you take this maderia cake into school that I had just baked and 
ask your teacher to explain it using the cake.  When she came home she 
knew exactly what the teacher meant .  She had cut it into triangles and 
squares etc. And at the end of it they all got to eat it.  The teacher sent me a 
note to say that she thought that it had been fantastic. 
                                                                    (Brucehill Parent interview) 

 
One of the fathers in the Sanquhar Dads’ group was frustrated in not understanding 
the newer methods of teaching maths. He approached the school to ask if he could 
have a book that would show him how his son was learning so he could understand 
this more easily and suggested that more parents would like one. This was instituted 
by the school very soon after and is now standard practice. 
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Section 5. Impact on Family and Community Life 

The changes that have taken place in parents’ attitudes to learning as a result of   
their involvement in the two initiatives are considerable, showing benefits for the 
children and for the adults themselves. These changes also impacted on family life 
and like widening ripples began to wash other benefits into the community. 

5.1 Introduction 
For those parents who became actively involved there was an increased investment 
in the two projects and the development of capacities which they then transferred to 
personal, educational, social and community domains. This accords with other 
research findings into participatory mechanisms within family learning.32 
 
This section examines the change in relationships within families; the way this 
enriches family life; the networks of friendship and support that were created; and the 
effects on the local community. In the following examples, it is worth bearing in mind 
the age differences of the children the two groups of parents were talking about. 
Children in the Brucehill Centre are pre-school (3 -5yrs) and the Sanquhar Dads’ 
Group involve their primary school age children (5-11yrs). 

5.2 Relationships within the Family 
For most of the parents, learning together with their children had been a pleasurable 
experience. They spoke freely about the way this had affected their relationship with 
their children, how this impacted on their own confidence and how it had affected the 
whole family.  
 
For many of the parents in the Brucehill Centre, working together with their small 
children had begun to change the way they interacted with them. For example, a 
number of parents stressed that they listened more to their children telling them 
about their day,  or simply enjoyed being with them more because they had a larger 
repertoire of things they felt confident doing together. Comments from the survey of 
Brucehill parents also confirmed this, 
 

I enjoy spending as much time with my children as I can - and find myself 
finding the time more than I did 
 
You realise you can do more for them instead of them just sitting in front of 
the TV 

 
In Sanquhar, the increased involvement of fathers and grandfathers with their young 
children had deepened and changed their relationships, particularly the father-
daughter relationship.  
 

....it’s like a new relationship I have with my kids.. when we were away skiing 
my wife said this is something you would never have thought to do with the 
them - she says she has noticed a difference in our two girls...before I would 

 
32 Toso, B.W, Prins, E, Drayton, B  Gungor, R & Gnanadass, E Moving Towards Participatory Adult 
Education:Involving Family Literacy Students in meaningful Leadership Experiences  Research Brief #4 
Goodling Institute October 2008 
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ask them if they wanted to do things and they would say no – now they are up 
for doing activities 
 
(Wife)these two were always close – father and son were always together, if 
his dad was there then my son was right behind but it has brought them 
closer and closer….Usually it was me that did everything but now he sits and 
dries the kids’ hair -because, when they were away it was dad that had to do 
everything 
 

The primary school children in Sanquhar were old enough to develop their own 
interests and friends and be outwith the home for longer periods, making it harder for 
working fathers to be with them. The Dads’ Group provided a means to change this 
with an impact on the whole family. 
  

..not so much practical things but you’re learning more about each 
other..you’re learning little ways ..I’m not saying I’m showing him how to saw 
a piece of wood or to tie a knot...it’s more you’re just really getting to know 
one another that wee bit better ..it sounds strange when you’ve lived together 
all of these years.  
 
if it were not for the education in the school I would not have done many 
things with my son. Apart from in the school, it has helped me, and helped 
him do more things with me…it’s not always mum, it’s now dad and mum...a 
lot of people may say going with mum or going with dad, it splits them up but I 
would say that it brings us closer, so it’s dad, mum together. 
                   (Sanquhar Parent Interviews) 

 
The changing relationships not only enabled parents to enjoy aspects of their 
children they had not fully appreciated before, but it allowed the children to see their 
parents differently. In the children’s discussion group, they were asked if they had 
found out anything new about their fathers, or whether they had been surprised by 
anything they had done in the activity sessions. 
 
 He’s funnier than what I thought he was …. and he’s got more folk to talk to 
 now when A and J were there he was just awfie funny 
 
 The thing I was surprised about. I was surprised that my dad was having fun 
 and that he enjoyed it 
 
 We went to the wellie throwing and all that (Highland Games night) and I 
 never kent if my Dad was going to lift 12 boxes …  but he lifted 12 boxes I 
 think it was and he actually got all off them because he never dropped any of 
 them 
 
The opening up of the school curriculum, with children learning more pro actively 
means that there is less of a divergence between the school activities and those that 
the Dads’ Group provided, for example. In the group discussion with the CLD team,  
this was suggested as another reason why children are beginning to see their dads 
differently 
 

 it’s opened up the curriculum to them .. this is the type of things they’ve been 
doing with their kids so it gives them confidence to help with schoolwork as 
well. From the kids’ point of view - the fact that they’re seeing dads in school 
taking part in these learning activities – and it would always be mums that 
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kids go to for homework, dad wouldn’t be first choice, and I think it may have 
changed that way, so they see dad as – oh here’s somebody who can help 
me with something to do with school   (Family Learning Worker) 

 
he has not done it before and he would like to do more with me. I don’t like to 
be classified as partially disabled.. some people stare ..or think why has he 
got a stick. Now my son is asking me these things – why can’t you do that 
and I explain…but my son wants to do more things with me now regardless of 
the stick or not….yes he sees me differently but he knows my limitations. 
     (Sanquhar Parent Interview) 

5.3 Enriching Family Life 
The building of new relationships was accompanied by the building and making of 
various objects together – games, pottery, pictures, Xmas decorations and 
storybooks, or folders showing what the children had done over the year. These 
objects could be used or played with again and again, providing an ongoing reminder 
of the pleasure of making them together and the sense of accomplishment. Many 
were brought out during the interviews conducted in family homes.  
 

My youngest daughter and myself also enjoyed making a puzzle (marble 
maze) from wood which we still have in the garage at home and every now 
and again we bring it out and play with it. 
 
Enjoyed the Science Box because..we had some time together, just the two 
of us working out and finishing something at the end of it and completing the 
task. 
 
We have made pottery and at Christmas we made a big picture board which 
we bring out every Christmas now. I have made pots as well and my wee 
sister made one too. I did not think it would turn out so well. 
 
We’ve got all the Christmas things they’ve made over the year and they all 
come out now every year  

 
The importance of the shared memories that had been created was also something a 
number of parents brought up spontaneously.   
 

You can go through life and the wean’ll  be playing upstairs but now there’ll 
be a lot of good memories for me in my later years.  The times that we have 
spent with the kids, y’know these are all good memories for when I am an old 
man and for him as well.   (Sanquhar Parent Interview) 
 
as far as the children are concerned they still talk about the night -and the 
dads as well – the torchlight treasure hunt in a hurricane…the weather was 
appalling.. it was like a blizzard ..but they absolutely loved it. They still talk 
about it now and it was back in year one  (CLD Team Discussion) 
 
Such a big memory, the Garden Party– I can still remember at my primary 
school in Germany having a massive garden party like this – when the flags 
were up, everybody coming – extended family all here ,through the whole 
morning – no time to do the washing up- I really need to go – before I knew it 
it was half past 2 in the afternoon 
                   ( Brucehill Discussion Group) 
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I remember a time just after Christmas we were wrapping presents for the 
Bingo and our two had finished and we let them through the little gate and 
they came in and said to the other children – we’re the only ones allowed in, 
we’re helping our mums - and we shared the chocolates and they stayed for 
hours and helped. I think they felt proud and special 
                    ( Brucehill Group Discussion) 

5.4 Friendships  
Making new friendships for both children and adults was a significant feature of these   
initiatives, despite being based in fairly close knit communities where it might have 
been assumed that people knew each other well. The parents had come together as 
a result of one common attribute - they were parents or close relatives of the children 
– not for any sectional interests or work related concerns. The majority of the children 
from these communities attended these facilities and so the invitation to become 
engaged with activities went to all parents, not to any select group. 
 
Friendship and involvement in social life are highly protective of good health, 
compared to the harmful effects of large status differences and inequality. Richard 
Wilkinson in his important book ‘The Spirit Level’ examines the link between these 
two influences which he sees as opposite ways in which people can come together. 
 

social status stratification, like ranking systems or the pecking order among 
animals is fundamentally based on power and coercion, on privileged access 
to resources, regardless of others’ needs. Friendship is almost the opposite 
kind of relationship. It is about reciprocity, mutuality, sharing, social 
obligations, co-operation and recognition of each other’s needs.33 

 
The results of the survey showed that of those parents responding, over half had had 
a  change for the better in relation to their friendships since joining the group  or the 
centre ( 60% in Brucehill and 55% in Sanquhar). A number of parents said they had 
made friends with incomers to the community. The following two comments refer to 
the experience as like belonging to a family – having close connections and some 
form of shared identity.  
 

that is why we have been trying to get a group up and running in the 
Academy..it was a period of your life that you enjoyed as you got the banter 
with the dads.. you really do get to know one  other - it was like a little 
family...there’s guys that you’d know to say hello to in the street and walk past 
and you’d never have a conversation but that’s changed now – there’s guys 
from the group - you have a right good blether with them 
 

 Brucehill has been like having an extra family who give you love and support 
 for adults and children alike 

 
I quite enjoyed the dance night – it was a good laugh, not just with your own 
kids but with other kids and their dads. It was good to get the time to go 
actually ( recently been made redundant ) as I had heard stories from other 
men. 

 
33 Wilkinson,R ,Pickett,K The Spirit Level: Why more equal societies almost always do better. Penguin 
(2009) 
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5.5 Networks of Support 
The fathers in Sanquhar felt that they were more comfortable with a lot more children 
in the village through being involved with the group. As a counter to the anxiety 
discussed earlier about being seen near children, the familiarity and friendships that 
had developed meant they were more available to help if children had had a fall or 
needed some help. 

 
I think it’s helped a lot of the adults having different weans mixing – you used 
to sort of say to weans – don’t go near them- if you saw a child lying or 
something, but now you’re just not as feart because 9 times out of 10 you’d 
ken them within the group, so now if something happens in the park and you 
see someone lying there, you’d go and pick them up as you know who you’re 
dealing with, like, if you weren’t in the group, you’d never go near them 
 
It’s made folk in the group easier to speak to weans…..here is one guy that I 
am friendly with and he has two lassies. I would not have dreamed of talking 
to these girls but now we are great friends  the children will  say hiya to me – 

                  (Sanquhar Parent Interview) 
 
For the children too, the new friendships provide security and a sense of belonging 
and friendships were forged between ‘incomers’ and the more established 
population. 
 

(Father)It was like after the X Factor session in the school – all 6 of us came 
back and the weans too, and had dinner together.( Son ) it was nice because 
I would maybe say hiya to them and know their names an’ all that but I 
wouldn’t have went out and played with them before 
                                                                          (Sanquhar Parent Interview) 
when she started, they said to one of the older girls that she was new and 
they were to help her…. she is inviting all of her groups to her birthday party. 
If they are going to her school then she will know them. 

                                                                                       (Brucehill Group Discussion) 
 
The growth of new friendships has also begun to create new networks of support 
both for the families and for the projects themselves. The fathers increasingly helped 
each other out, when their work patterns meant they couldn’t attend or they had a 
sudden emergency. 
  

another example is another dad was away to his work and one of his girls 
was ill so the mum couldn’t take the other one to school, so she rang her man 
and he rang me to see if my weans were away to school or no so that my wife 
could take the girl up. That wouldn’t have happened before 
 
you’d take each others’ weans to the group if you’d got work commitments -
we share that out tae  
 
there are some things I can’t attend because I am working but one of my 
other friends he comes along and I ask him if he’ll take my kids along and it is 
no problem. One of my friends has a kid with Downs Syndrome and he 
comes along with his kid. He was quite shy at first but now he is more 
outgoing and mixes with other kids. He has also taken a shine to two other 
dads and goes to them which gives his dad a wee break. His dad says that he 
feels that it is giving him more time to spend with his other two kids 
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       (Sanquhar Parents Interviews) 

Extended Family Involvement 
Members of the extended family are always invited to the various social and fund 
raising events that are organised and come along to support them and make various 
contributions. One grandmother was credited with making a large pair of bloomers to 
act as a sail in a weekend model boat making activity. 
 

(Son) that was my Gran, she made us a huge pair of knickers and that was 
our sail (Father)…but the boat didn’t go far right enough..it just went a wee bit 
and then sunk. 

                        (Sanquhar Family Interview) 
 
Other relatives contributed just as usefully by baking cakes, running some sessions, 
providing materials or music and being a supportive audience for performances, 
plays, Burns nights and sharing and celebrating the achievements of the children.   
 

My husband’s sister came to the Garden Party and she was so proud she had 
come – her Auntie Margaret. She introduced her to everyone – she was 
beaming and extremely proud. I’ve never seen her so happy. I think it was 
someone who didn’t usually come and that lady sitting on the straw – the 
Storyteller – even introduced her to her – needing to show off her auntie. 
 
I was so proud that we had got them real graduation capes, the buzz around 
here was amazing – and Annie, she’s even said to Mairie (her younger sister) 
– you’ll be wearing my graduation cape. All the parents and grandparents 
here. They make such a big thing  
 

 Every year they put on a pantomime..we did a version of ‘Britains Got Talent’ 
 and our son did a wee song and dance .. my dad took pictures at the show 
 and we put them on a CD for the nursery. …we thought that there were so 
 many pictures that everyone should be able to see them. 
                     ( Brucehill Parents’ Interviews) 

5.6 Wider Community Involvement 
The new relationships and friendships that have been created interact with each 
other in a way that underpins and sustains the initiatives. People come together to 
raise funds and make friendships and draw others in from a  wider community. 
For example, pensioners who met in the local church hall, on hearing that Brucehill 
parents were organising a bingo night in the room next door to theirs, offered to bring 
in home baking to sell during the evening. Contacts in the local community and local 
businesses or workplaces are also drawn in to support the initiatives.   

 
I work at Faslane and my mates and I went in for the competition and I told 
them that the nursery had been vandalised. The prize was £1000 for charity 
and £500 to us.  But the nursery is not a charity, so we gave £500 to CHAS 
the Childrens’ Hospice Association in Scotland, £500 to Yorkhill and we gave 
our own £500 to the nursery. 

 
The way these myriad interactions and networks begin to work and impact on the 
community is hard to pin down because they are fluid and organic but evidence from 
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all the interviews and the survey demonstrates that the wider benefits to the 
community are impressive. The learning activities begin to support community 
events, the motivation to sustain the group encourages relationships to develop 
across boundaries, even across villages. The Sanquhar Dads’ Group is now working 
together with the other dads’ group in Kelloholm Primary school, near Kirkconnel to 
support a similar initiative in the secondary school and each group donated some of 
their own funds to help them get started. There was a friendly rivalry between the 
groups but there is now more contact and support for each other. The fathers felt it 
had helped to bring the two villages together a bit more. 

5.7 A Focus for Community Pride 
There was a sense of pride from many parents, pride in the fact they were involved in 
something worthwhile and that they had been instrumental in its success and its 
continuation. 
 

The graduation day – never used to have one– this one is the first one – 
when my elder daughter was here – we made capes from material never 
seen children doing a graduation type ceremony from nursery to school – so 
a few years ago we raised money to buy capes and hats and gold tally – the 
first year it was amazing - they were so proud of themselves 
      ( Brucehill Parent Discusion) 
 
I can’t speak highly enough about it. It’s also getting known country wide as 
they are doing conferences and slide shows. It’s something to be proud of 
being one of the first, or the first,  Dads Group.(Sanquhar Parent Interview) 

  
This sense of ownership of the initiatives also provided a ready source of support and 
help when any difficulties arose. The Dads’ Group members often went to support 
the other group in the neighbouring village on a fund raising night or to help them 
with some materials they needed and visa versa.  
 
The attempt by the Brucehill Centre to set up an Eco Garden had been thwarted by 
vandalism on two occasions and although this was distressing and frustrating for all 
concerned, the parents immediately pitched in and helped to renew it.  
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This determination to maintain good facilities for their children whatever the 
difficulties in the area was evidence of a confidence and optimism that bodes well for 
its future. 
  

When we walked up the wee houses were destroyed, so my husband said – 
right we’ll get the things out of the van right now and make it better  
 
Just keep going – although something had been destroyed it can be re-built 
and made better and it has been made better. My child said – my daddy’s got 
tools in the van – he’ll make it better – my Daddy’s capable of doing it 
 

This section has been about the wider benefits that have been created through these 
two examples of family learning and attempts to give some flavour of the rich tapestry 
of benefits to individuals, their families and their communities that can be achieved 
when conditions are favourable. 
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Section 6. Reflections 

1. Communication with Parents 

The experience of parenthood can be of central importance in raising parents own 
awareness of learning. Their learning aspirations for their children can increase and 
through active involvement, their own learning motivation increases, which in turn 
helps their child’s motivation – stimulating a positive learning spiral for both 
generations. 34This positive learning spiral was evident in these two case studies. 
 
This motivation can override some parents’ initial reluctance or disinterest to engage 
with the educational system and if harnessed appropriately and positively during the 
early years of their child’s life can lead to long term benefits for their children, for 
themselves, and for the wider community. This has important implications for creating 
the right climate in which parents experience positive and stimulating learning 
experiences.  Parents today are at the receiving end of a stream of advice and 
surveillance from ‘experts’ from conception of their children onwards. A large survey 
of children born in 2000 and 2001 showed that many of their mothers felt 
incompetent as a parent or felt they had a poor relationship with their children.35 
Communicating to parents that they are their children’s prime educator; that their 
involvement with their children matters; and that they can become active partners in 
the learning process has to be more than words. At a deeper level of communication, 
the practices and decision making processes that they experience need to match 
this. Respect and encouragement are prerequisites if they are to develop this role as 
a positive resource. This collaboration between education staff and parents requires 
shifts of power and perception and a lead from key staff. 

2. A Supportive Context 
In both the case studies, the work was supported at many different levels. The key 
staff that were involved were committed to involving parents: the head and depute 
head teachers of the pre-school and school establishments; their staff teams 
including janitorial staff; and the community development and learning team. There 
was support for their work at local authority management level and in turn now 
supported by the Curriculum for Excellence and the Early Years Framework at 
national level. The positive context experienced by these two initiatives in these key 
areas reduced many of the barriers that can be detrimental to the full potential and 
implementation of family learning, and allowed them to flourish. 

3. A New Community of Practice 
Most learning that takes place outside of school, for children and adults, is through 
engaging in a socially meaningful enterprise where participants form a community of 
practice which offers the resources and context for learning36. These two projects 
demonstrate the potential offered by creating a ‘third space’ that is neither the home 
nor the school where family experiences, such as storytelling, can become the focus 
of reflective attention for participants.  This reflection allows learning to become 
deeper and potentially transformative in the sense of leading to new meanings, 

 
34 Smith,J& Spurling,A Understanding Motivation for Lifelong Learning NIACE (2001) 
35 Centre for Longitudinal Studies UK Millennium Cohort Study  University of London (2006) 
36 Wenger, E Communities of Practice Learning, Meaning, and Identity (1998) 
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actions and identities for both adults and children.37They present children and adults 
with new ways to participate in experiences that offer new identities as learners and 
teachers and go beyond what is usually seen as parental involvement in 
school/nursery. 

4. Creation of a ‘Special Time’ 
In both projects, the importance of a ‘special time’ that had been created, for parents 
to actively learn together with their children was identified as important by all those 
who participated. It ensured the children had the full attention of their parents and 
that parents could enjoy developing a new relationship built on learning together, an 
activity that is fundamentally social in that it is shaped by relationships. Researchers  
in the field of family learning such as Hannon and Auerbach have suggested that the 
context provided by parents and their consistent support may be more important to a 
child’s attainment than any transfer of literacy and numeracy capabilities.38 This 
special time may be particularly important for single parents and for fathers who are 
absent from the family home, through separation or divorce but who spend this time 
with their children. 
 
The practical obstacles that were a disincentive for many parents to initially 
undertake activities of this nature in the home were identified. Providing the 
resources and materials, the ideas and instructions, enables parents who may be 
busy with other commitments or work, to try new ideas without the uncertainty of 
what to do, the worry over money wasted on unfamiliar materials or the need to 
create space for the activity, and time needed to clear up afterwards. There was 
evidence in this study that once parents had tried out activities in this way, the 
confidence and the knowledge acquired would enable many ideas to be transferred 
and adapted readily into the home environment. 

5. Active and Effective Parents 
The Scottish Government’s Skills for Scotland: A Lifelong Skills Strategy (2007) 
recognised that greater support was needed for ‘hard to reach individuals’ to help 
them in their initial engagement in learning so that they may  develop skills that would 
enable them to become ‘active, effective contributors to their communities and to the 
wider economy and society’.  
 
In both these initiatives it is evident that many parents who have become seen as 
‘hard to reach’ are interested and motivated to engage in learning opportunities, both 
for their children and for themselves. As has been argued already, if the motivation 
that springs from parenthood is coupled with a positive experience of family learning, 
parents can become actively involved in their child’s learning and effective 
contributors to local community life.  
 
The engagement of fathers in their child’s learning has important benefits in creating 
a gender balanced curriculum and in strengthening relationships between them and 
their children and needs to be promoted and encouraged.  

6. The Value of Active Learning 
Both projects responded very positively to this approach to learning, seeing it as 
offering creative and imaginative ways for children to learn. The evidence from this 

 
37 From discussion with Catherine Macrae, expert advisor. 
38 Auerbach,E  Toward a social-contextual approach to family literacy. Harvard Educational Review, 59, 
165-181. (1989)   
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study, however, suggests that it also provides a more effective means to engage 
parents in family learning programmes. Active learning in these two initiatives, 
 

 opened up more opportunities for parents to take part in an educational 
process  
 

 created more opportunities for parents’ own skills and knowledge to be 
recognised and utilised 

 
 increased parents’ confidence in their ability to contribute to their children’s 

education.  
 

 provided a full range of creative, physical, innovative and enjoyable ‘hands 
on’ opportunities that enabled many more parents to become involved. 
 

  helped parents to see the world outside the classroom as a learning resource 
 

 built community capacity 
 
In the Curriculum for Excellence it is suggested that ‘ at the heart of an active 
learning approach is the creative, adaptable professional who can enjoy developing 
the ideas that arise from children immersed in their learning. 39 As a result of their 
deeper level of involvement in the activities, many parents were also developing 
these skills and becoming an important resource for the sustainability of these 
initiatives. 

7. The ’Holistic’ Approach  
In both these initiatives, there were a range of learning opportunities which sparked 
off different learning pathways, some within the home, some within the community, 
and others leading to training and employment. These opportunities also encouraged 
new relationships to develop within families, increasing parents’ confidence and the 
wellbeing of families. The wider social effect can be seen to open up social life for the 
families involved and for the community as a whole. This holistic approach is 
recognised as important for children in the Scottish Government’s Early Years 
Framework. 
 

At the heart of this framework is an approach which recognises the right of all 
young children to high quality relationships, environments and services which 
offer a holistic approach to meeting their needs. Such needs should be 
interpreted broadly and encompass play, learning, social relationships and 
emotional and physical wellbeing.40 

 
This approach was also highlighted in the two initiatives: 
 
 ’it’s like a big cooking pot  - with lots of ingredients being stirred up together to 
 create something nice’.  
         (Brucehill Parent) 
  ‘it takes a whole village to educate one child’.  
                                  (notice in Sanquhar Primary School) 
 

 
39 Scottish Government  Curriculum for Excellence (2004) 
40 Scottish Government The Early Years Framework   (2009) 
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The complexity within these projects reflects the multiplicity of factors that are 
involved in the way children learn. The approach they have adopted lends support to 
teaching literacy holistically rather than a set of skills, treating the family as a unit, 
involving as many family members as possible and acknowledging the community 
context.41   

8. Wider Benefits 
For many years, government policy across the UK has emphasised the economic 
benefits of learning – to deliver skills, competences and employability and while 
these may be important, new questions are being raised about whether a narrow 
focus on economic prosperity is distorting the purpose of education and learning.  
 
For example,  do we see education and learning as only serving individuals rather 
than the common good? Is literacy being reconfigured as a tool for individual social 
mobility with little concern for who and what is left behind?42 Public policy is just 
beginning to engage with its social and cultural value, such as its role in helping 
people develop a sense of well-being and happiness.43  
 
Evidence from research into wellbeing reports that people derive enjoyment from 
factors aside from material satisfaction – such as health, social connections, ability to 
contribute to the wider community and grappling with, mastering and then using new 
skills and knowledge - outcomes which were in evidence in this study of Family 
Learning. 44 In the current economic climate, the social outcomes from Family 
Learning assume greater importance, a point recognised in the new Community 
Empowerment Plan which notes that: 

 
‘The confidence and resilience that grows when people work together in their 
communities is never more important than in challenging economic times and 
when facing major social problems.’45 
 
 

 

 
41 Kerka,S Family and intergenerational Literacy ERIC Digest No.111 (1991) 
42 Cuban,S et al Outside Practices: A Social Practices View of literacy,Learners,& Adult Education Policies and 
Practices in England and the U.S Working paper No.18 . Lancaster Literacy Research Centre (2007) 
43 Field,J Wellbeing and Happiness IFLL Thematic  Paper 4  NIACE (2009) 
44 Ibid 2009 
45 The Scottish Government  The Community Empowerment Action Plan (2009) 
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