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Activity undertaken

Identifying and clarifying the roles of classroom assistants and parent helpers with the purpose of developing their working relationships, knowledge and skills in school.

It soon became apparent that the brief was too broad for the time available and it had to be narrowed down to a manageable unit of study. I decided to research the following areas:

The effective use of parent helpers in school.

The availability and implementation of appropriate training for classroom assistants.

To experience training in adult literacy and numeracy. This allowed me to develop educational interests, which were different from my everyday classroom practice. The study increased my knowledge base; was challenging, stimulating and often good fun. The latter being in short supply in teaching these days!

During my sabbatical period I had the opportunity:

To discuss the rationale behind Family Learning Programmes.

To find out how this philosophy impacted upon primary schools in the LEA.

To have time to read relevant documentation, access the Internet and consider career development opportunities. 

To attend residential courses in literacy and numeracy organised by the Basic Skills Agency.

To liase with adult education practitioners from areas as far a field as South Tyneside and Bournemouth.

To share ideas, good practice and discuss problems.

To observe Family Learning Programmes in operation at a local primary school.

To have time to sit down with parent helpers to discuss the impact that voluntary work had on them as well as the school.

To meet with LEA staff and to find out how to access training for teaching assistants.

To pass on relevant information to staff that wished to do NVQ training.

To study for further qualifications.

To buy electronic equipment to be used for my continued professional development.

Schools and teachers are unlikely to be as successful as they would wish without the help and backing of parents. Getting parents in to school can be very difficult yet when they do, their support can be invaluable. Over a long teaching career, in different countries, with various political ideologies I have had a great deal of help from dedicated parents. They have reinforced my teaching by working with children and have saved me endless time by doing numerous tedious jobs, which non-the less had to be done. I wanted to try and recruit a cohort of parents to help members of staff, which in turn would benefit children.

My starting point for this was our Family Numeracy course that had attracted a great deal of support from parents whose children were in years 2 and I. This non-threatening programme allowed parents to brush up on their own skills as well as helping their children. After talking to parents I was able to recruit three (30%) to give immediate help with promises from two others (20%) in September 2002 when their younger children were in Nursery.

I had already sent a questionnaire to staff ascertaining whether they would like any parental assistance. (Appendix 1)

67% responded positively across both key stages.

57% key stage 1

80% key stage 2

A timetable was agreed and implemented in the summer term 2002. At a very busy time of year teachers were grateful for help. The voluntary work was varied ranging from working with groups of children to stapling assessment sheets in books.

As with all initiative there were positive and negative features.

Positive aspects

Time was give freely.

They realised that teaching was very difficult and were sympathetic towards staff.

They all maintained that any help given to staff directly or indirectly helped children.

They felt that it gave a positive message to other parents, that their help was valued.

They could ‘straight talk’ to other parents in ways that members of staff could not! 

Having been in school for 9 weeks doing the Family Numeracy course they felt at ease there.

Family learning courses meant that they were familiar with some teaching techniques.

When interviewed at the end of the summer term parents said that they had enjoyed what they were doing, felt valued and were happy to spread that message.

They were amazed at what they could do e.g. ICT skills with groups of children.

They wished that they had offered to help much earlier but it was the Family Learning Programme that had given them the confidence to come in to school. 

Negatives

50% of parents would liked to have helped but had other commitments such as childcare. This would appear to be a national problem; Williams, Williams and Ullman (2002, introduction) found demands of children and lack of childcare were barriers to involvement in school.

Lack of confidence. 

Time and commitment were needed by staff to have things organised for parents.

The timing of the sabbatical was unfortunate. The summer holiday broke the momentum.

One parent proceeded to fulltime education and so her services were lost to our school but in a few years some school will be fortunate enough to have her in their employment.

The most profound negative impact was one that I would never have envisaged and that was the tragic murders of Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells. The regulations that followed meant that no adult could work in school unless their details had been processed by the CRB. In September 2002 most of the support that had been available during the previous term had melted away. The new form was complicated to fill in, had cost implications for the school and despite personal approaches I found that parents were reluctant to fill them in even with the offer of help. It made me realise how fragile the links with home and school were. They would have to be nurtured carefully and that would involve time by a designated member of staff, which, of course would have financial implications. 

The school has continued to hold Family Learning Programmes. They have always been greeted with enthusiasm. These will give us the opportunity to recruit more parent helpers.

For many years teachers have had access to courses that have allowed for professional development. They have always had base line level of academic qualification this has not necessarily been true of support assistants. Training gives confidence and allows people to take control of their careers. Learning empowers people. Relevant qualifications improve personal development and are necessary to move around in the job market. I wanted to identify appropriate and relevant external training courses to support the development of classroom assistants. I felt sure that such training would be in demand.

During my sabbatical I was able to find out about:

Induction courses for classroom assistants.

What training was on offer through the LEA?

Which courses were most appropriate?

The cost implications

How to access the courses.

Accredited Prior Learning (APL)

National Occupational Standards.

Supporting and mentoring staff that are doing formal training.

To commence study with Wirral Metropolitan College for the A1 Assessors’ Course. This will further my own professional development. It will also benefit the school, as on completing the course I will be able to assess our own NVQ candidates

Classroom assistants have supported the learning process within the classrooms for some time and made a valuable contribution. In 2001 the Government put together National Occupation Standards for Teaching/Classroom Assistants to improve training and development opportunities. I wanted to give staff the option of selecting an appropriate course. I was able to provide information about NVQ qualifications that allowed people to make informed judgements as to which training would be most appropriate for them. Two former parent helpers presently employed, as classroom assistants were very enthusiastic about doing an NVQ Level 2. The course will last a year and because of its flexible nature it does not have to commence at the beginning of the academic year. The course assesses competence in a real work environment t a National Standard.

The school does not have an induction programme for classroom assistants and consideration should be given to producing a handbook that could be used as a reference for school routines, policy and practice. It need not be an exhaustive document but should provide basic information to support them in their job. 

Careful consideration must be given to the support classroom assistants will need during any NVQ training. Time will need to be made available; this presents logistical problems as well as financial.

Senior management must also consider: 

Are classroom assistants being used effectively?

Are they helping to raise standards? 

The most enjoyable and energizing part of my sabbatical was the training I received in Family Learning Programmes from the Basic Skills Agency. The residential courses in Manchester and Leeds were particularly enlightening about adult learning. It was a long time since I had felt enthusiastic about education; for we only seem to be as good as our last lot of exam results! I had long held the opinion that raising standards would not be deep rooted and lasting without the support of the family. Unless the family members were literate and numerate how could they give significant help and reinforcement to what went on in school? Those parents were the least likely to come to open nights to discuss the learning problems that their children were experiencing. Many of those children would one day be parents and so the problems would be compounded. It seemed to be a vicious circle. So how could the cycle be broken? There was no easy answer.

During the Basic Skills Agency training on literacy and numeracy it was obvious that the aim was to meet the needs of those people who had probably failed at school, lacked basic skills and were least likely to return to the education system. The parents who attend these courses do so to help their children and in doing so they also improve their own knowledge and skills. It was very informative listening and learning from other primary school teachers and adult education tutors about how Family Learning Programmes were providing success for adults with poor basic skills. I really felt that this was a way forward and it would seem to be supported by the statistics below:

Findings for adults (NFER Family Literacy Works 1996)

91% retained on courses

95% received accreditation

70% were on further courses 12 weeks later

90% had never attended basic skill classes before

I was able to observe first hand how a tutor integrated basic skills in to a course without alienating the members of the group. To get the more timid members of the group to make oral responses while at the same time trying to keep the more voluble quiet was a very delicate balancing act. I was watching a teaching session where different sets of skills were required to those I used within my classroom. From observing the group over a few sessions, it seemed to me that they were more confident, more motivated to work with their children and felt that their own basic skills had improved. It was important to them that their files were up to date and that they would be getting accreditation for the work.

One of the most useful aspects of the sabbatical was that it allowed me to fund supply costs. Part of it was used to make appointments with LEA staff and to spend quality time discussing at length everything that I needed to know with reference to training. That meant that I could speak to people in the morning instead of at the end of an exhausting day in the classroom. There were times when I still had to ‘catch people on the hoof’ but not too frequently. It also allowed me to have time to think, plan, read and write.

The main disadvantage of the sabbatical has been the way the time period ran from January to December. It was hard to get back into sabbatical mode after the summer holidays. Being away from the classroom created problems with planning and it was not easy to obtain supply teachers who were prepared to teach Year 5 and 6.

 For the most part it has been interesting and stimulating to find myself away from the insular environment of the classroom. Having time to think, read and discuss issues with others was a luxury not available to most teachers. It has been particularly motivating to work with adults and I would certainly like to do more training in that area.

Appendix 1

Name_____________________________________________

If there is the opportunity to have help from parents will you use it? 

Yes/no

Which of the following would be of use:

Hearing reading                                                  yes/no

Helping children to learn times tables                yes/no

Helping with ICT                                               yes/no

Helping with art                                                 yes/no

Helping with DT                                                yes/no

Sorting materials e.g. book boxes,                     yes/no

What else would you find useful?
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