
Schools and families united in the promotion of 
children's social and emotional wellbeing: 
towards an integrated model of provision 

Neil Humphrey 
Manchester Institute of Education, University of 

Manchester, UK 
neil.humphrey@manchester.ac.uk 

+44 (0)161 275 3404 



Hello! 



Manchester 

“Manchester is a city that thinks a table is 
for dancing on” (Mark Radcliffe) 



Shameless self-promotion slideTM 



Overview 

•  An eco-systemic approach to understanding 
human development 

•  The importance of children’s social and 
emotional wellbeing 

•  The importance of parent-school relationships 
–  Acknowledgement: Dr. Alexandra Barlow 

•  How can we improve things? Some examples 
from research 

•  Towards an integrated model of provision 



An eco-systemic approach to 
understanding human development 

•  Bronfenbrenner (2005): Ecological 
systems theory 

–  Development takes place through 
progressively more complex 
interactions between the person 
and the persons, objects and 
symbols in his/her environment 

–  The form, power, content and 
direction of proximal processes 
vary as a function of the developing 
person, their environment, and the 
nature of the development 
outcomes in question 

•  Other relevant conceptual and 
theoretical frameworks 

–  Risk, protection and resilience (e.g. 
Wright, Masten & Narayan, 2013) 

–  Family systems and family stress 
theories (e.g. Patterson & Garwick, 
1994) 



The importance of children’s social and 
emotional wellbeing 

•  The meaning and importance of ‘social and emotional 
wellbeing’ (SEWB) is contested (Watson et al, 2012) 

•  For the next hour let us assume, following NICE (2013) that: 
–  Emotional wellbeing is about being happy and confident, not anxious or 

depressed 
–  Psychological wellbeing is about being autonomous, able to problem-

solve, manage emotions, experience empathy, be resilient and attentive 
–  Social wellbeing is about have good relationships with others and not 

exhibiting behavioural problems, being disruptive, violent or a bully 
•  Experiencing SEWB during childhood and adolescence is important 

in and of itself (Humphrey, 2013) 
–  However, we also know that it provides the foundation for positive trajectories in 

other areas of development.  Research in developmental cascades clearly 
demonstrates that ‘one good thing leads to another’ (Lewin-Bizan, Bowers & 
Lerner, 2010) 



The importance of children’s social and 
emotional wellbeing 

•  If you go down to the woods today (Shea et al, 2000)…. 



The importance of children’s social and 
emotional wellbeing 

•  Mental health problems may be defined as changes in thinking, 
mood and/or behaviour that impair functioning (Murphey, Barry & 
Vaughn, 2013) 

•  Up to 20% of children and young people experience clinically 
significant mental health problems, and 50% of adult cases originate 
in childhood or adolescence (Belfer, 2008) 

•  The individual and societal impact of mental health problems are 
huge, and include reduced quality of life, lost economic productivity, 
destabilisation of communities, and higher rates of health, education 
and social care utilisation (Belfer, 2008) 

•  In financial terms the cost is around £105 billion annually in England 
(Centre for Mental Health, 2010) 

•  By 2030, depression alone will yield the highest disease burden in 
high-income countries, accounting for nearly 10% of disability-
adjusted-life-years (Mathers & Loncar, 2006) 



The importance of children’s social and 
emotional wellbeing 

•  Mental health problems in childhood and 
adolescence are not distributed evenly. 
A number of key individual and social 
determinants (left) can operate as risk or 
protective factors (from Patel et al, 
2007) that influence the likelihood and 
magnitude of difficulties experienced 

•  School and family are two primary 
microsystem contexts that influence 
development in childhood and 
adolescence 

•  School and family factors are powerful 
influences on mental health 

•  The interaction between school and 
family factors (e.g. parent school 
relationships) represents a critical meso-
system in the child’s social ecology 

•  Parental involvement in child’s 
education is on the ‘shortlist’ of 
resilience correlates (Wright, Masten, 
Narayan, 2013) 



The importance of parent-school 
relationships 



The importance of parent-school 
relationships 

•  Variously referred to as parent-school relationships, parental involvement, 
parental engagement and confidence 

–  What parents do with and for their children in relation to school, the nature of interactions 
between home and school, and the relational dynamics embedded within these 

•  Ways of conceptualising parent-school interactions (Cunningham & Davis, 
1985) 

–  Expert model: school are the experts, parents as passive recipients 
–  Transplant model: school are the decision makers, but parents regarded as valuable source 

of information and support 
–  Consumer model: parents are the key decision makers, school offer advice and information 

to inform parental choice about provision  
–  See also Vincent (1996): parent as supporter, consumer, participant and independent 

•  Need for recognition of and engagement with the social, economic and 
cultural factors that influence parental involvement (Crozier, 2012) 

–  Socio-economic status, parental education levels, ethnicity and other factors identified as co-
variates (Sui-Chu & Wilms, 1996; Barlow & Humphrey, 2012) 

•  Hard to reach parents vs. hard to reach schools (Crozier & Davies, 2007) 



The importance of parent-school 
relationships 

Parental involvement 
decision 

• Construction of 
parent role 

• Self-efficacy 
• Opportunities and 
demands 

Choice of 
involvement 

• Specific skills and 
knowledge 

• Invitations and 
demands from 
child and/or school 

• Other demands: 
family and 
employment 

Mechanisms 

• Modelling 
• Reinforcement 
• Instruction 

Media&ng	  variables	  

• Goodness	  of	  fit	  
between	  parent	  
ac&ons	  and	  school	  
expecta&ons	  
• Use	  of	  
developmentally	  
appropriate	  
strategies	  

Child	  Outcomes	  

• Skills	  and	  
knowledge	  
• Efficacy	  for	  doing	  
well	  in	  school	  

•  Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler (1997) 

•  Grolnick & Slowiaczek (1994) 
•  Behaviour – overt actions (e.g. attending parent’s evening) 
•  Personal feelings towards school (e.g. attitudes towards education) 
•  Cognitive/intellectual involvement (e.g. helping with schoolwork) 
•  These factors are proposed to mediate school performance by 

increasing motivation and perceived competence  
 
 



The importance of parent-school 
relationships 

•  Meta-analysis of 25 studies examining different aspects of parental involvement and 
academic achievement (Fan & Chen, 2001) 

–  Average ES of 0.25 
–  Parental aspirations and expectations found to have the strongest impact on achievement, followed by 

school contact and participation 
–  Parental supervision of homework found to have the weakest impact 
–  See also Singh et al (1995) 

•  We know that parenting influences children’s social and emotional wellbeing (see 
previous slide), but what about the influence of the parent-school relationship? 

–  Parental involvement is inversely related to the emergence of externalising problems (Hill et al, 2004) 
–  Parental involvement more strongly associated with psychosocial adjustment than it is with educational 

achievement at ages 7, 11 and 16 (Sacker, Schoon & Bartley, 2002)  



How can we improve things? Some 
examples from research 

•  Lamb enquiry (2009) highlighted major issues relating to engagement and 
confidence among parents of children with special educational needs and 
disabilities (SEND): “parents need to be listened to more and the system 
needs to be more ambitious… we need a radical overhaul” (p.1) 

•  Poorer academic and psychosocial outcomes for students with SEND (e.g. 
Department for Education, 2010) 

•  ‘Achievement for All’ national evaluation (Humphrey & Squires, 2011) 
–  Major mixed-methods longitudinal evaluation 

•  Major government initiative designed to improve educational experiences 
and outcomes for learners with SEND 

–  £31 million grant for two year pilot in over 450 schools across 10 Local Authorities in England 
–  Strand 1: Assessment, tracking and intervention 
–  Strand 2: Structured conversations with parents 
–  Strand 3: Developing provision for wider outcomes 



How can we improve things? Some 
examples from research 

•  Target of 3 SCPs per school year involving Key Teacher 
and parents/carers of students with SEND (student 
views also gather where appropriate and feasible) 

•  Drawing up of a contract or agreement with parents/
carers about purpose and outcomes of SCPs 

•  Utilization of a four stage model in each SCP, as 
follows: 

–  Explore: active listening, paraphrasing, communicating, 
understanding 

–  Focus: identifying priorities, clarifying key issues 
–  Plan: agreeing targets, seeking outcomes, developing a plan 
–  Review: summarising, clarifying next steps, arranging further 

communication 

•  Area of focus in each SCP to be mutually determined, 
but always directly pertaining to the student’s progress 
in school and any issues influencing this 



How can we improve things? Some 
examples from research 

•  National evaluation demonstrated that AfA was successful in improving a 
range of academic and psychosocial outcomes for children with SEND 
(Barlow et al, 2015; Humphrey et al, 2013; Lendrum, Humphrey & Barlow, 
2013) 

•  Of particular note, modelling of implementation data revealed: 
–  Greater fidelity to the SCP model was associated with increased English scores (secondary) 
–  Greater frequency of parental involvement in reviewing Assessing Pupil Progress targets 

was associated with increased Maths (secondary) and positive relationships (primary and 
secondary) scores, and reduced bullying (primary) scores 

–  Use of a greater range of methods of communication to inform parents of their child’s 
progress was associated with increased Maths scores (secondary) 

–  Greater proportion of students for whom 2 or 3 SCPs were completed was associated with 
increased Maths (secondary) and positive relationships (primary) scores 

–  Greater fidelity to the SCP model was associated with a greater proportion of students for 
whom 2 or 3 SCPs were completed  



How can we improve things? Some 
examples from research 

•  “We were all a little bit sceptical at first...but once we got into it and 
we got the response from parents and realised how much more 
information it was giving us and what a better link it was creating, it 
was like the road to Damascus really....This is having such a major 
impact, this is so important… and it’s not just with the child’s 
individual development, it’s this whole idea of liaison between home 
and school and making parents feel positive about what the school 
is doing for their child. Very much more this partnership role” (Key 
Teacher) 

•  “I think the strategy for getting parents to talk about their child first 
rather than us jumping in is interesting… I think it’s a really good 
idea we can fly with” (AfA Lead) 

•  “It challenges the concept… that traditionally parents were only 
brought in when a student was in trouble” (AfA Lead) 

•  “Its changed the way I deal with parents” (Key Teacher) 



How can we improve things? Some 
examples from research 

•  “Since they’ve been involved in this scheme, there’s been much 
more dialogue between me and the teachers, me and the head 
teacher, you can literally go in and ask for an appointment and the 
teachers will, however long you need to talk to her” (Parent) 

•  “This is more friendly, its not intimidating” (Parent) 
•  “When we were sat talking about things that we could have helped 

her in her progress I then realised, I started thinking, ‘Oh I can do 
this and I can do that’” (Parent) 

•  “It it like they seem to have a much more personal view about him 
which I prefer because I like the feedback off them… I thought they 
were really good. To be honest I have always been scared of 
teachers, I don’t know why.  But I am really quite 
impressed” (Parent)   



How can we improve things? Some 
examples from research 

•  School exclusions: learning partnerships outside mainstream education 
(Frankham, Edwards-Kerr, Humphrey & Roberts, 2007) 

–  Case studies exploring the work of two institutions: a pupil referral unit for children aged 7-11 
(‘Sparks’) and a voluntary sector alternative provision site for children aged 12-16 (‘St. 
John’s’) 

–  All children and young people attending Sparks and St. John’s had been permanently 
excluded from school, usually because of persistent disruptive behaviour (including violence 
against other children or adults).  Staff worked to support them while another school 
placement was sought 

–  These children and their families were from some of the most disadvantaged areas of 
Manchester.  They lived in contexts that exposed them to poverty, poor housing, crime, 
drugs, gang activity etc 

•  How do staff in institutions like Sparks and St. John’s work to prepare young 
people and their families for the next stage of their education? 

–  Working with parents 
–  Staff relationships 
–  Partnerships with excluded children 



How can we improve things? Some 
examples from research 

•  Parents views of mainstream school and the exclusion process: 
–  Earl’s (pupil at Sparks) Mum felt disarmed, when she went to her son’s primary school to talk 

about a particular incident, to discover a file with a record of many other violent incidents she 
didn’t know about. The school’s procedures also seemed to her to be weighted against her 
son – there were statements from all the other boys presented in the head teacher’s report to 
the governors but nothing from Earl. These boys were implicated in bullying Earl and the fact 
that they were allowed to stay in school suggested to her they had ‘got it in’ for Earl (Field 
notes) 

–  “[Earl was] set up to fail.  He couldn’t seem to lose his reputation and teachers were just 
waiting for him to kick off, not giving him a chance…  I asked the head teacher why he 
wasn’t given a chance.  The way they treated me, I’m not a two year old, that I couldn’t 
understand… I punished Earl at home and talked to him about the dangers… I’ve had shit 
two years, evicted out of our house because of the problems I’ve had with my other son.  
Earl’s dad left us, because he’s an alcoholic, he didn’t want to know about Earl’s exclusion.  
We’ve been in temporary housing… they want to move us now but I’m not taking it” (Parent) 

–  “I had Fabian home for 18 months for his dinner.  Every day I had to go to school at 
lunchtime, bring him back, cook his dinner, take him back to school.  And he wasn’t allowed 
back into school until playtime had finished and the others were going back to class” (Parent) 

•  Relationships between these parents and mainstream schools were increasingly strained and 
antagonistic.  Parents expressed feelings of anger, defeat and frustration.  They were in a ‘no win’ 
situation and described being ‘kept in the dark’, and ‘spoken down to’ 



How can we improve things? Some 
examples from research 

•  Establishing connections with ‘hard to reach’ parents 
•  No home-school contracts or formal partnership arrangements – it is assumed that 

parents care for their children and want the best for them, even if their behaviour 
sometimes indicates otherwise 

•  Parents invited to visit, at any time, without formal notice: “We was shown 
everything” (Parent) 

•  Personal contact with parents is maintained by staff picking up and dropping off 
children each day.  Home visits are also arranged 

–  Parents receive frequent updates about their child’s progress 
–  Staff begin to understand the situation at home 
–  Use of praise for child wherever possible – having a ‘good day’ not taken for granted but is the prompt for 

congratulations 
–  Where there have been difficulties, the emphasis is on moving forward rather than blame or judgement 

•  Encouraging parental participation in end of term and birthday celebrations 
•  Going the ‘extra mile’: 

–  “Lester [mentor] actually said to us that, if we ever needed him, no matter what time it was, all we had to do 
was pick up the phone and he’d come” (Parent) 



How can we improve things? Some 
examples from research 

•  Going into parents’ worlds 
•  Developing knowledge of parents’ individual personal and social circumstances 
•  Engaging with parents and helping them to address problems in their lives, often by 

acting as an advocate e.g. liaising with the housing department following an eviction 
•  A non-judgemental approach: “We get to see your environment, warts and all. You get 

to see Dad cracking Mum across the mouth first thing in the morning… we get to see 
pools of vomit on living room floors where there’s been a rave up or a bit of a party 
going on all night. We see the half-smoked joints in the ashtrays, we go to the toilet 
sometimes in the house and see the needles that they dig up with. We will attempt to 
say, ‘you know what, Ma, I ain’t no better than you. I am you, with a badge, that’s who 
I am’” (Mentor) 

•  Supporting re-integration  
•  Staying power 
•  “The children are so relieved that there’s not a fight between the school and their 

parents. They no longer have to walk this tightrope, this nightmare of lying, protecting, 
hiding what is going on” (Sparks’ manager) 



How can we improve things? Some 
examples from research 

•  Families and Schools Together (FAST; McDonald et al, 1997) 
–  Parents invited to attend FAST with their family (up to 40 families) 

•  Typically parents are from disadvantaged/marginalised backgrounds and their children are considered 
‘at risk’ 

–  8-10 x 2.5 hour weekly sessions involving games and activities for children and 
parents to complete together (e.g. drawing, singing) 

–  On-going support activities in school 
–  Training and certification for school staff 
–  FAST team includes at least one parent partner, school partner, two community 

partners and a recreation co-ordinator 
–  Based on family systems theory and family stress theory 

•  Founded in the USA and implemented in nearly 20 countries 
worldwide 

•  The aim is to improve family relationships and bonds, and reduce 
stress by providing a context in which parents and children can 
enjoy and support each other 



How can we improve things? Some 
examples from research 

•  Multiple randomised controlled trials of FAST, indicating: 
–  Reduced special education referrals and aggression (Kratchowill et al, 2009) 
–  Improved academic performance and social skills, reduced aggression (McDonald et al, 

2006) 
–  Reduced withdrawn behaviours (Kratchowill et al, 2004) 
–  Reduced externalising behaviours (Layzer et al, 2001) 



Towards an integrated model of 
provision 

•  The development of positive parent-school relationships in the preceding 
examples have common elements, including… 

•  Starting from a position that doesn’t immediately ‘problematise’ parents – 
the assumption is that they care for their kids and want the best for them 

•  Recognition of the social, economic and cultural factors that influence how 
parents relate to school 

•  Attempts made to address real or perceived power imbalances and other 
barriers 

•  Recognising and valuing what all parents can bring in terms of knowledge 
and skills 

•  Understanding that schools can be ‘hard to reach’ as well as parents and 
finding ways to address this 

•  Building mutual trust and respect 
•  Establishing clear and open lines of communication 



Towards an integrated model of 
provision 

•  There is plenty of evidence available regarding things that can be done to improve home-school 
relationships as a means of fostering social and emotional wellbeing in children and young people.   

•  However, as with other areas, there are issues relating to the impact of such evidence in real world 
settings – schools tend not to make use of it when developing their provision, and when they do it is often 
in done in an uncoordinated manner 

•  For example 
–  Less than one-third of schools report using research evidence of any kind to inform their mental 

health provision (Vostanis, Humphrey et al, 2013) 
–  Walker (2004): “There is a broad consensus that schools do not have a good record in accessing 

the available knowledge base on empirically validated interventions… Developers and advocates of 
effective practices have a shared responsibility with educators to create the awareness, conditions, 
incentives and context(s) that will allow achievement of this important goal” (p.399) 

•  Why is this the case?  
–  The evidence to routine practice lag is typically at least 20 years (Walker, 2004) 
–  Efficacy vs effectiveness imbalance – only about 1 in 4 studies test interventions in real world 

conditions (Wigelsworth, Lendrum & Oldfield, forthcoming) 
–  Perceived ‘competing priorities’ (Domitrovich et al, 2010)  
–  Programmes vs strategies (Jones & Bouffard, 2012) 
–  Top down vs bottom up approaches to intervention, ‘initiative overload’ (Humphrey, 2013) 
–  Lack of readiness, lack of fit, organisational issues (Walker, 2004) 



Towards an integrated model of 
provision 

•  Many of the issues highlighted on the previous slide can be thought of as reflecting a 
lack of fit between the ‘research’ world and the ‘real’ world in schools 

•  Domitrovich et al (2010) propose an integrated approach to provision: “Fusing of 
independent strategies or programs into one enhanced, coherent intervention or 
strategy” (p.74)   

–  Reflects the real world while maintaining the theory and logic of the research world  

•  A public health approach that addresses all levels of risk in a population (e.g. 
universal, selected, indicated) simultaneously 

–  Organisational structure should reflect this 
–  Need to assess congruence of approaches at different levels 

•  Theory-driven targets for intervention delivery – avoiding the ‘programme for very 
problem’ phenomenon 

•  Rationale 
–  Comprehensiveness 
–  Maximise intervention exposure 
–  Additive or multiplicative effects 
–  Reduce system overload and increase sustainability 
–  Greater likelihood of high implementation quality 



Towards an integrated model of 
provision 

•  Achievement for All (see previous slides)  
–  (1) Assessment, tracking and intervention 
–  (2) Structured conversations with parents 
–  (3) Developing provision for wider outcomes 

•  Kidsmatter (Slee et al, 2009) 
–  (1) Positive school community 
–  (2) Social and emotional learning 
–  (3) Working with parents and carers 
–  (4) Helping children with mental health difficulties 

•  Targeted Mental Health in Schools (Wolpert et al, 2011) 
–  (1) Child-focused support 
–  (2) Parent-focused support 
–  (3) Staff focused support 

 



Towards an integrated model of 
provision 

•  IMPs address multiple risk factors and outcomes 
•  Synergy between school-wide, universal practices and 

targeted provision 
•  Overarching framework for fusing independent strategies 

in a co-ordinated manner 
•  Increased provision of evidence-informed interventions 
•  Balance between prescriptiveness and flexibility 
•  Involvement of the entire school community, of which 

parents and families are seen as key 
•  Support from external professionals – support and 

challenge 



Thank-you! 


