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About ISSA 

As professional association, ISSA’s members unite around a common 

mission to promote equal access to quality care and education for 

every young child. Today ISSA’s members are NGOs with a focus on 

early education and care, coming from 31 countries, primarily from 

Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), the Balkans, and the Common 

Wealth of Independent States (CIS), with some members also from 

other parts of the world: Haiti, Mongolia and Turkey. 



Opening Pandora’s Box: 

Parents’ Participation 

 A most challenging and provoking issue for: 

– policy makers 

– services 

– civil servants 

– NGO activists 

 

Especially in case of marginalized/vulnerable groups; 

 

Especially when it comes to education; while health 

and welfare are considered a necessity, education is 

considered a “luxury”. 



What theory, research and practice tell us 

about parent and family involvement  

• All parents have hopes and dreams for their children and want the 

best for them. They differ in how they support their children’s 

efforts to achieve those goals.  

• All parents have the capacity to support their children’s 

development, learning and success in life.  

• All parents should be equal partners. Successful parent 

involvement nurtures relationships and partnerships. It strengthens 

bonds between home-school, parent-teacher, parent-school, 

school-community. 

• The primary responsibility for building partnerships with parents 

rests with educators and other civil servants. Any parent can be 

“hard to reach.”  Parents must be identified and approached 

individually; they are not defined by gender, ethnicity, family 

situation, education or income. 

          (adapted from Henderson et al. 2007)) 

 



What theory, research and practice tell us 

about parent  and family involvement  

• Parent/family involvement significantly contributes to 

improved child’s wellbeing. 

 

• Everyone - children, parents, educators, administrators, and 

communities - benefits from family involvement. 

 

• Parents/family involvement is a key step for social inclusion 

of all groups in society  

 

• Building democratic alliances with parents/community in a 

‘real’ two way direction -  not to reinforce the teacher’s power 

 

 



What theory, research and practice tell us 

about parent  and family involvement  

• The parent is the central contributor to a child’s education.  
Educational institutions can either ignore this or recognize the 
potential of the parent. 

 

• Parent involvement must be a legitimate component of any 

education program. It deserves the same weight as other 

components. 
 

• Parent involvement is a process, not a program of activities.  

It requires ongoing energy and effort. Parent involvement 

requires a vision, policy, and framework. A consensus of 

understanding is important. 
 

• Most  barriers to parent involvement rest within school 

practices; they are not caused by parents.  

 

 



“What parents do  

is more important than  

who parents are”.  
 

(Melhuish et al., 2001) 



We know all this. Why then is it so 

difficult to involve parents and 

families? Especially  

some of them…  



Two Sinking Boats  

Sending SOS 

Parents Practitioners 
Stuck in traditional parents’ 

role: “follow the lead of the 

teacher” 

Stuck in traditional 

educators’ role: “educators 

are in charge of everything” 

Stuck with traditional image 

of the child, teacher, 

education 

Stuck with traditional image 

of the child, parents, 

education 

Blame educators for 

children’s problems 

Blame parents for the 

children’s problems 

Think that educators do not 

sincerely care for the children 

Think that parents do not 

care about education 



Two Sinking Boats  

Sending SOS 

Parents Practitioners 
Expect educators to invite 

them and create 

opportunities for their 

involvement 

Expect parents to wait until 

they are invited, and to 

participate in the way they 

are told to 

See educators as 

professionals –  so do not 

show empathy to them 

Want to appear professional 

– so do not show empathy 

to parents and children 

 

Do not have clear idea what is 

expected from them 

 

Do not communicate 

expectations clearly; expect 

parents to know what to do 

 



Two Sinking Boats  

Sending SOS 

Parents Practitioners 
Tired of communication 

focused on problems 

Tired of communication 

focused on problems 

Afraid to give feedback to 

teachers 

 

Afraid to give feedback to 

some parents 

 

Think that they cannot give 

more than superficial support 

– lack trust in their own 

competences 

 

Think that they do not need 

more than superficial 

support – lack trust in 

parents’ competences 

 



Hardships faced by some parents 

• Poverty 

• Family problems – unstable or dangerous family environment 

• Stress 

• Lack of feeling of belonging to the wider population 

• Stigmatization 

• Discrimination (or should we say oppression) 

• Lack of education 

• Unrealistic expectations from the child 

• Depression (especially among mothers) 

• Lack of self–confidence 

 

 Hardships faced by some Roma families.  

 



Additional Barriers to Involvement 

of Roma Parents and Families 

• Lack of an institutional environment that supports 

diversity among parents/families and their 

involvement 
 

• Practices that do not accommodate the diversity of 

family needs 
 

• Families’ past negative experiences with schools – 

uncertainty about “treading on school ground”  
 

• Cultural differences (language barriers, attitudes 

toward professionals, lack of knowledge of the 

education system) 

 

 



Additional Barriers to Involvement 

of Roma Parents and Families 

• Primal needs (food, clothing, and shelter) take 

precedence over educational needs 
 

• Feelings of inadequacy associated with difference in 

income or education 
 

• Safety of their children 
 

• Uncertainty about what to do 
 

• Lack of time – especially during school hours 

 

CAUTION: We might ourselves reinforce a 

stereotype! Are Roma families really that different 

from other families facing hardships?    

 



Areas of  Intervention: 

Model used in ISSA 

 

NAMING 

 

BUILDING ALLIES 

VOICING 



Naming 
• Putting language to the experience – naming reality in 

clear and concrete ways, identifying real problems (e.g. 
low expectations for Roma children, discrimination) 

 

• Deconstruction of stereotypes and prejudices (e.g. 
poverty, motherhood, childhood, success in life) 

 

• Asking critical questions (e. g. do we want to include 
Roma parents even if it means to transform a system – or 
do we want them to “fit in”) 

 

• Building positive and strong identity in Roma families  – in 
which only one part is ethnic/national belonging (specific 
group and equal citizens of contemporary society) 

 

• Co-constructing new meanings (success in life, parent’s 
participation and inclusion) 

 



Voicing 

• Creating the space to hear everyone’s story and 

perspectives – taking them into consideration, 

especially those who are usually silenced  

 

• “Speaking out” on issues, ideas, and feelings 

 

• Getting rid of internalized oppression and learned 

helplessness 

 

• Sense of ownership and empowerment, avoiding 

solutions from the “experts”  

 



Building Allies 

• Building partnerships and two-way communication 

 

• Understanding interdependence - importance of solidarity 

and working together in the best interest of the child  

 

• Working together for the wellbeing of young children and 

community 

 

• Supporting both parents and professionals 

 

• Building competent systems 

 

• Exploring the field of possibilities 



Building Allies 

• Networking – including all relevant stakeholders – undertaking 

responsibility and sharing responsibility to avoid blame the victim 
 

• Well organized back-up system (from majority society to Roma 

community, and vice versa); peer support in Roma community; 

peer back up in educational system; linking with relevant services, 

from institutions and policy level 
 

• Strong, respectful and meaningful connections between 

educational and other relevant services and institutions/system and 

Roma community 
 

• Nothing about us without us 
 

• Equality and mutual respect – seeing children, families, and 

communities as competent and as having agency to develop in the 

ways they choose 



Potential Pitfalls 

Good deeds do not always lead to the best results! 
 

• Creating new labels and stereotypes - Roma child, parents, 
community  

 

• Loosing professional distance and/or become saviors with “expert” 
solution 

 

• Creating new type of dependency among Roma community 

 

• Creating new type of segregation (magnet schools, Roma schools) 

 

• Creating an unrealistic expectation that education can solve all the 
problems 

 



Potential Pitfalls 

• Forgetting that what counts as “effective” crucially depends on 

judgments about what is desirable. (Biesta, 2007: 5)-  Who defines 

“desirable outcomes”? Who owns the problem definition?  
 

• Not to go to extremes: e. g. denial (treating all children and families 

the same – racism by omission) or essentialism (reducing children 

and families to their cultural and/or ethnic background) 
 

• It’s still easier to change powerless individuals and groups than the 

system – to focus only on empowerment of parents and educators 

(other civil servants) forgetting about systems 
 

• Culturalization of  structural inequalities (Vandenbroek) – Do we 
really believe that Roma kids are leaving school because of the level 
of awareness of their parents and because of their culture, or there 
is something more to this issue?  



 

 

Thanks to our hosts for daring to search 

for answers to difficult questions!  
 

 

 



 

 

Thank you for your attention!  
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