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 Technical Brief 2:  

Zero Dropout Schools Initiative 
 

 

Parental Involvement: Engaging Families and Ensuring that Caregivers Play an 

Active Role in their Children’s Education 

  By Dr.Andrew Hartnack  

1. Introduction: Policy and Practice in Parental Involvement   

This “technical brief” is one of a series of articles being produced as part of the DG Murray Trust’s Zero 

Dropout Schools (ZDOS) Initiative. In previous articles, we have explored the magnitude and nature of 

school disengagement and dropout in South Africa, as well as its causes; we have outlined how a 

campaign towards “zero dropout” in schools can make a difference; and we have examined how 

approaches which support the wellbeing and psycho-social needs of learners can contribute positively. 

In this brief we turn to the crucial area of parent involvement and the home environment, asking: how 

can we effectively engage parents and get them to support their children’s education in the best way 

possible?  

As explored in the article on the causes of school disengagement and dropout, in many communities 

caregivers are not fully engaged in their child’s education, or they are too busy meeting day-to-day 

challenges to play a meaningful role. In many cases, children are not even living with their parents 

(e.g. due to parents being deceased or away working), or their home circumstances are so 

impoverished and unhealthy that this becomes the major reason for disengagement and eventual 

dropout. Of course for many completion of schooling is prioritised less than early job-seeking, with 

the legacy of apartheid and “Bantu Education” meaning that often parents themselves have limited 

experience of schooling, and low literacy. Amongst the partner organisations working on the Zero 

Dropout Schools Initiative, there has been a collective realisation that intervening amongst caregivers 

and in the home is a crucial endeavour for tackling school disengagement.  

South African government policy on parent involvement in schooling is clear. The South African 

Schools Act (1996) sets out the rights and obligations of parents, including their financial obligations, 

their role with regard to school policies and their responsibilities in supporting schools, supporting 

teaching and developing their children.1 The Act establishes that each school must have a School 

Governing Body (SGB), which is “a statutory body of parents, educators, non-teaching staff and 

learners (from Grade 8 or higher) who seek to work together to promote the well-being and 

effectiveness of the school community and thereby enhance learning and teaching.”2 Democratic in 

nature, the SGB consists of the school Principal; elected representatives (parents, educators, other 

staff members, and learners); and optional co-opted members who do not have the right to vote (for 

                                                           
1 See https://wcedonline.westerncape.gov.za/home/lgsp.html#service/RolesResp-of-Parents.pdf*e_inf.html  
2 https://www.westerncape.gov.za/general-publication/school-governing-bodies-sgbs  

https://wcedonline.westerncape.gov.za/home/lgsp.html#service/RolesResp-of-Parents.pdf*e_inf.html
https://www.westerncape.gov.za/general-publication/school-governing-bodies-sgbs
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example, members of the community, or the owner of the school property). The majority of voting 

members of the SGB must be parents and SGB elections are held once per year.  

SGBs make decisions on a range of school issues, including the admissions and language policies; the 

religious practices of the school; the school code of conduct and disciplinary procedures; the times of 

the school day; the vision and mission of the school; and teacher appointments. If a parent has an 

issue to raise with the school regarding school policy, the SGB is the appropriate forum through which 

to raise it. Even if a parent is not elected into the SGB, they have the right to be involved in the affairs 

of the school through attending parent meetings where, for example, the school budget is decided 

every year.         

Working within this framework, schools take different approaches to involving parents and including 

them in the life of the school. Some have regular parents meetings while others only see their parents 

once a year at the obligatory annual parents meeting, or when they come to collect report cards. For 

under-resourced schools, meeting attendance can be constrained in cases where large numbers of a 

school’s learners commute to school from distant settlements (a legacy of spatial apartheid), or where 

transport problems after hours (when meetings are held) and long/irregular working hours limit the 

extent to which parents attend meetings or come to appointments. Even without such impediments, 

parental interest in participating in school life can be limited. For example, in Swellendam one school 

reported that only 34 out of a possible 1000 parents had voted in their recent SGB elections.3 Another 

area where schools differ in approach is with school-home communications. It is common for schools 

to send official communications (mostly written letters) home with learners, in which case they often 

do not reach parents in time, if at all. Such forms of communication also exclude the many caregivers 

who are illiterate or semi-literate.      

Despite policy fostering parental involvement in the running of schools and in the educational support 

of their children, schools thus vary widely in their ability to involve parents and to become truly family 

friendly environments. Some schools have attracted parents to attend meetings or even volunteer 

their time through becoming more family friendly and finding ways to communicate more effectively 

(e.g. through WhatsApp groups). Although there are many reasons why parents do not engage 

sufficiently with their children’s schooling, it often takes a school leadership to be proactive and 

imaginative enough to attract parents to the school and to get them to buy into a shared project of 

educating young people.4 In the next section, we explore the ways in which the partner organisations 

in the Zero Dropout Schools Initiative have approached parental engagement and involvement, and 

some of their challenges and successes.      

2. Approaches to Family Engagement  and Parent Involvement in the Zero Dropout Schools 

Initiative  

Five organisations in the Zero Dropout Schools Initiative have implemented a number of strategies to 

engage with parents and foster their involvement in their children’s education and in the life of their 

children’s schools. These are Bottom Up (Cape Town); Khula Development Group (KDG – Paarl); 

                                                           
3 This is one of the schools which the Community Action Partnership is working with through their 
changeMAKERS initiative.   
4 See http://www.pfp4sa.org/what-we-do/2-uncategorised/750-partners-for-possibility-gets-the-thumbs-up-
in-independent-research-report for some examples of schools which succeeded in improving parental 
involvement.  

http://www.pfp4sa.org/what-we-do/2-uncategorised/750-partners-for-possibility-gets-the-thumbs-up-in-independent-research-report
http://www.pfp4sa.org/what-we-do/2-uncategorised/750-partners-for-possibility-gets-the-thumbs-up-in-independent-research-report
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Community Action Partnership (CAP – Swellendam); Masibumbane Development Organisation (MDO 

– East London) and the National Association of Child and Youth Care Workers (NACCW – Natal 

Midlands). In addition, James House (Hout Bay), which participated in the 2017 pilot project, also 

implemented parental engagement activities which offer lessons for good practice. In this work, the 

following critical approaches were used.     

A. Home Visits and Family Engagement 

The aim of home visits and targeted family engagement is to intervene in the situations of learners 

who are experiencing issues and conditions in their home environments which are contributing to 

their disengagement from school. It is a strategy which works together with in-school psycho-social 

support to ensure that there is a holistic approach to the issues causing disengagement, and to foster 

a sound continuum of care between the school and the home environments. As noted above, all of 

the partner organisations found that working with the families and home environments of troubled 

learners was often as important, if not more so, than working with the learners themselves at school.  

All of the approaches recorded in this section represent work which schools themselves largely have 

no capacity to undertake in the absence of a dedicated school counsellor or psychologist. While some 

teachers do sometimes visit the homes of their learners to offer support and assistance in severe 

cases, this is rare. In the absence of a school counsellor, it thus takes a partner such as the 

organisations in the Zero Dropout Schools Initiative to drive the process of home visits and this kind 

of targeted family engagement. Such engagement mostly requires trained personnel skilled in such 

areas as counselling, family conferencing, conflict resolution and mediation. Most partner 

organisations have used social workers and child and youth care workers (CYCWs) in this role.  

Within the Zero Dropout Schools Initiative, partner organisations have adopted a number of similar 

approaches to home visits and family engagement. There is a key difference, however, between 

approaches which seek to cater for an unspecified number of cases on an ad-hoc basis, and those 

which work with a limited set of learners and their families identified at the beginning of the 

programme. The two organisations who took the latter approach – MDO and James House – 

experienced the most success in implementing family interventions which improved the home 

situations and environment of learners.  

MDO in East London works in six schools (three Secondary, three Primary) with up to 30 of the most 

high risk learners in grades 6 – 9. Each of MDO’s three mentors oversees the programme at two nearby 

schools (one Primary and one Secondary). For some of these learners, the care and guidance of the 

MDO “mentor” (an auxiliary social worker) is sufficient to address the main reasons for their 

disengagement. However, for many of the learners, home visits and family engagement are also 

necessary. The majority come from problematic home environments (e.g. living with impoverished 

grandparents and other relatives, single-parent households, abusive caregivers etc.) which are difficult 

to impact positively. MDO’s approach has been for their mentor to establish relationships with every 

family of learners on the mentorship programme and to work with those families on an ongoing basis 

through once-monthly home visits. In this way, the mentors were very successful in building 

relationships with the caregivers of most of their learners. Mentors adopt a number of approaches 

with families depending on the issues they face. For some, counselling and referral to specialist 

services (e.g. drug rehabilitation; Department of Home Affairs) is required, while for others family 



Page 4 
 

conferencing is needed where children and caregivers can be given a safe space to open up about 

their needs and expectations, and find solutions together.  

Case Studies: Family Intervention 
 
CAP, Swellendam: Juliet is a grade 9 who displayed behavioural, social and academic problems at 
school. She performed poorly in class and was often exhibiting angry behaviour, especially towards 
teachers. The teachers thus referred Juliet to CAP’s Ithemba workers frequently and they worked 
with her to find out the causes of her issues. On conducting a home visit, the Ithemba workers found 
that Juliet’s mother, while still in Swellendam, is a drug user who is not able to take care of her. 
Similarly, Juliet’s father is absent. She is therefore taken care of by her aunt and her grandmother. 
While they provide her with her material needs, Juliet misses her mother and her grandmother – 
perhaps fearing that Juliet will also turn to drugs – is strict on her. CAP therefore involved its social 
worker to mediate between Juliet and her grandmother and to assist the grandmother to 
understand the causes of Juliet’s problems. Through this ongoing interaction Juliet and her 
caregivers were able to address some of her anger and work towards improving her school 
engagement.   
 
MDO, East London: Vulisango is a 16 year-old grade 8 learner living with grandparents, because his 
parents are working elsewhere. He struggled in school and started drinking with his friends, most 
of whom were older. He often told her he was going to school but would be found drinking in 
shebeens near the school. Vulisango also smoked dagga, and was also known as a bully at school, 
He often stole money from teachers. He was thus put onto the MDO Check & Connect mentorship 
programme and provided with psycho-social support to assist him to overcome his challenges. He 
was also referred to NICRO for drug addiction rehabilitation. The mentor conducted home visits and 
worked with his grandmother to assist in Vulisango’s rehabilitation. Due to his behaviour, 
Vulisango’s grandparents had developed a very harsh relationship with him. The mentor taught 
them not to shout at him, but rather to talk gently and calmly, showing him love and care. Vulisango 
responded well to this and after a few months of assistance, he stopped drinking, started taking his 
schoolwork seriously and improved his behaviour at home – coming home on time and assisting 
with house chores. Vulisango’s grandparents noticed a great difference in him and were hopeful 
that he would start to do better at school.    
 
KDG, Paarl: Cornelius is a grade 7 learner at a school in Paarl. His teacher asked the KDG Dropout 
Catchers to check up on him as he was often absent. They went on a home visit and found that his 
mother had gone to fetch a social grant two months previously and never returned home. Cornelius 
and his teenage brother were living alone in a little shack where for two months nobody took care 
of them. Struggling to meet their basic needs, the boys dropped out of school, despite the fact that 
Cornelius would have relied on the school feeding scheme for a daily meal. KDG then got the 
Department of Social Welfare involved and persuaded the boys’ father to take care of them. Due 
to this intervention, the situation turned around. Cornelius went back to school and has been 
referred to various state services to ensure that his needs are met.  

 

The ongoing nature of the visits contributes to the quality of the relationships the mentors build with 

the caregivers, and allows context-specific solutions which often involve the wider family and aim to 

improve the learner’s behaviour at home as well as their engagement at school. Many parents have 

reported that children who were uncontrollable, have since became compliant and engaging at home 

as a result of their relationship with the mentors. Caregivers are also gently persuaded to adopt caring 

attitudes where they had often used force and authoritarian forms of discipline before. Although a 
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few caregivers have resisted, many are willing to explore new ways of relating to their children. As 

one of the mentors shared:  

Most have responded so well, even to tips about parenting. We try to get the parents to see 

the potential of the child and not just see them as they are today. They loved that there is a 

person who takes care of their child at school. We give them information and they see the love 

that we give them. The kids go home and explain the support we give them and the parents 

don’t have to go to school and answer complaints about their behaviour all the time. So this 

helped the relationship between the kids and parents, and the school. 

In addition to the work the MDO mentors are doing, they are also mentoring the school Learner 

Support Agents (LSAs)5 to conduct home visits and work with caregivers to solve issues causing 

disengagement.  

Like MDO, James House implemented a caregiver engagement programme for the 20 learners they 

worked with intensively at Hout Bay High School. Again the limited number of clients on the 

programme meant that the child and youth care workers (CYCWs) employed by James House could 

build strong relationships with most families over a number of months. Home visits were conducted 

always in pairs (because of safety reasons) by CYCWs. These visits, which in some cases were weekly, 

were well received and after a few months the CYCWs witnessed changes in many of the home 

environments, especially in the ways caregivers related to their children and approached matters to 

do with discipline. While parents favoured an authoritarian model of relating to their children, many 

reportedly learnt to try to understand why the child was behaving in a certain way and to help them 

with whatever problem they had (in partnership with the CYCWs). As a result, the children showed 

fewer behavioural problems and became more amenable to adult supervision and attending school.  

In addition to ongoing visits, James House initiated a monthly parenting workshop for the families 

whose children they were working with. Again, due to the relationships the CYCWs had built, more 

than half of the parents of the core group attended these workshops eagerly and regularly. James 

House also introduced a method where the CYCWs would visit homes in the afternoons to assist 

learners with their homework in their home environment and model this kind of support to their 

caregivers. This multi-pronged approach contributed to the success of the family engagement aspect 

of the James House intervention at Hout Bay High.  

CAP (Swellendam) also incorporated home visits and family engagement into its Ithemba programme. 

However, in contrast to the last two examples, CAP found that a very large number of learners (several 

hundred) in the three schools it worked in were in the highest risk category for school dropout. 

Therefore, despite having a team of five CYCWs working in three schools (overseen by a social worker), 

CAP did not manage to build similarly strong ongoing relationships with the majority of the families 

identified as high risk. Furthermore, the Ithemba workers faced difficulties doing home visits as 

parents were working in the day and were often only home at night. Like James House, the CYCWs 

conducted home visits in twos for safety reasons. This was a necessary precaution, but it did mean 

that fewer visits could be conducted than if each CYCW could work separately. Nevertheless, CAP 

prioritised home visits and was also asked by the schools to hand-deliver letters and notices to 

                                                           
5 As will be outlined below, LSAs are young matric graduates who are employed at schools in some provinces 
(some parts of the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal) to provide various kinds of support to learners.  
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parents. This often gave the CYCWs a useful excuse to visit families. Each Ithemba worker thus had a 

caseload of around 25 families which they visited regularly in 2017. As in the previous two examples, 

the CYCWs worked with families to address whatever problem was contributing to the disengagement 

of the learner in question. They offered counselling, mediation and family conferences as a way of 

resolving issues. If the case was very serious (i.e. involving abuse or violence) the Ithemba coordinator, 

who is a social worker, would become involved.  

Although CAP did not manage to reach every household identified as high risk in its three schools, 

those which it did visit regularly reported that they appreciated the visits and said they never normally 

had someone to talk to about their problems. As the Ithemba coordinator commented, “Parents feel 

thankful that someone shows an interest in their child.” The Ithemba workers also found that home 

visits strengthened their in-school work with the learners. As one testified, “We are focussing a lot on 

home visits because we saw that if you talk to the parents then the learners buy in better to our support 

too”.   

The NACCW, working in seven secondary schools in the Natal Midlands, has implemented a similar 

approach focussed on all learners. The NACCW has supported the Learner Support Agents (LSAs) at 

these schools through CYCW training (starting 2017), and through the provision of both a mentor (an 

experienced and qualified NACCW staff member), and a junior CYCW per school who assists each LSA. 

The challenge in these schools with regards to home visits is that learners come from widely scattered 

locations, their parents are often away at work, and LSAs do not have their own transport to conduct 

visits. Some families also come from areas where violent crime and communal violence is high. LSAs 

are young and inexperienced, often lacking the confidence and skills to intervene meaningfully in 

complex family situations. Cultural norms often mean that young people, such as the LSAs, feel they 

cannot tell their seniors how to act. They have therefore rely largely on the times that the NACCW 

mentor is visiting (one week per month) to conduct most home visits. This has limited the extent to 

which home visits have been conducted, and in most cases, establishing an ongoing relationship with 

caregivers has not been possible. Nevertheless, some LSAs have been more successful where visiting 

is easier, and there have been some notable successes of intervention. Family conferencing has proved 

to be a particularly valuable approach for finding solutions to difficult home issues which have caused 

disengagement.   

Finally, KDG (Paarl) has also adopted a family engagement approach which involves home visits by 

unqualified community workers called “Dropout Catchers” who visit the homes of learners who have 

been identified as disengaging from school. These women also work in pairs, visiting the houses of 

grade 6 and 7 learners to understand what household issues are causing disengagement (e.g. 

absenteeism, behavioural problems) and to try to address such issues. In many cases, the problems 

faced by the households from which the children come are so profound that there is little the Dropout 

Catchers can do besides constantly visiting and providing emotional support and a form of monitoring. 

Although there are KDG social workers who intervene in severe cases, the Dropout Catchers adopt a 

less clinical approach to working with families than in the other examples provided above. They are 

not able to counsel or mediate in the same way, for example. They also use a much more overtly 

spiritual approach, often praying for and ministering to those they visit in various ways. Unlike in the 

other cases, these women are well known in the communities in which they work. Through this 

method, they have in many cases put positive pressure on parents to ensure their children come to 
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school, and they have arranged for some material aspects which were keeping children out of school 

to be addressed (e.g. lack of a school uniform). 

Lessons from these approached to home visits and family engagement suggest that selecting a 

manageable, defined group of families is a better approach than attempting to visit a large number of 

households in an ad hoc fashion. Regular visits and relationship-building work better than once-off 

engagements. A second lesson is that those who conduct home visits must preferably be qualified in 

social work or child and youth care work (or another appropriate area such as family psychology) and 

also be experienced enough to handle complex family situations. Approaches where those conducting 

visits were less experienced and skilled were less effective in addressing the more difficult issues.  

B. Parenting Workshops and Support Groups  

A number of organisations have also included parent workshops and support groups as part of their 

intervention. A common problem they have identified is that communities do not appear to place 

much value in education or completing schooling. As Tabita Bata, the director of MDO, shared:  

I wish we had funds to put this back into the community. To work with the SGBs and parents 

to help monitor this and put this community ethos back into place, as these kids become the 

criminals and drug abusers later on…We want to have dialogues in the community to see if 

they care anymore. Our expectations are so low. People don’t care if they finish matric or not. 

So we engage with families to say ‘they can be so much more than you are, but you must 

elevate your expectations.’ 

These organisations seek to inform parents about their rights and responsibilities and to educate them 

in various areas that are aimed to assist them to support their children effectively. CAP has been at 

the forefront of such endeavours, along with KDG, James House and Bottom Up.  

In Swellendam, this kind of intervention with parents has been considered a key focus of CAP’s work. 

As Ilse Olivier (CAP Executive Director) observed: “If I had my way, I would work with parents in small 

groups intensively to change their behaviour and practices.” In 2017 they thus introduced regular 

parent support groups to build relationships with the parents and help them deal with family issues. 

Although they struggled to get parents to attend support groups (because they are busy with work or 

family obligations), those who attended were said to have benefitted. The approach they used for the 

support groups evolved over the course of 2017 as their thinking responded to new insights. CAP 

applied a curriculum developed by the Sinovuyo Caring Families Programme, which uses the “rondavel 

of support and sunshine of positive attention” approach to get families to become nurturing and 

supportive.6 By the end of the year, CAP’s support groups saw not only parents but also children 

attending and workshopping their family issues together through this method. Weekly workshops are 

held in the late afternoon to facilitate the attendance of both parents and their children. As Olivier 

explained: “So we bring parents and children together and it works well. There are not huge numbers 

but it has worked well.” CAP’s social worker, who runs the groups, concurs that the new approach of 

including children not only allows caregivers and children to be there together (solving the problem 

                                                           
6 See http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/violence/child/PLH-for-Young-Children-Facilitator-
manual-English.pdf  

http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/violence/child/PLH-for-Young-Children-Facilitator-manual-English.pdf
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/violence/child/PLH-for-Young-Children-Facilitator-manual-English.pdf
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of alternative childcare), but also has been very productive in allowing families to conference together 

and work through – using art therapy and other tools – issues they are facing.  

CAP, in fact, went beyond these parenting workshops to pilot an intervention called Poverty Stoplight 

with high-risk families.7  The CAP Ithemba workers were trained to use the Poverty Stoplight tool, 

which assesses the level of a family in a number of areas (social, economic etc.) and gets the family to 

put in place measures to improve and thus move from “red” to “green” category in these areas. They 

rebranded this intervention “Step Up” because they found that people reacted negatively to the 

association with poverty. Although this is a useful tool, the CAP careworkers met with resistance from 

families to becoming meaningfully involved. Other CAP staff indicated that on reflection they found 

Poverty Stoplight to be difficult to apply to their context, and difficult to implement properly.  

KDG in Paarl also runs parental support groups in which they target the parents of the most at risk 

learners identified in their schools. These groups are run by a specialist social worker, with assistance 

from the Dropout Catchers. Although, since 2017, all parents of the learners KDG is working with have 

been invited to attend these support groups, many of them did not attend or resisted efforts to involve 

them. A handful of mothers attended the groups regularly, which focussed on parenting skills and 

spiritual support. Many of the parents are either working or are under the influence of alcohol or drugs 

and many resist coming because they feel judged.  

In response, KDG introduced a new approach in 2018. Instead of positioning the support groups 

primarily as a space to teach parenting skills or provide spiritual guidance, KDG introduced fun 

practical activities which would form the focus of the group. Each term, the group undertakes a project 

– such as making crazy patch table mats or a similar item. For the mothers who attend, this activity is 

not only enjoyable but also teaches them new skills such as needlework, and it also gives them great 

pride to be able to make something for their homes, often for the first time. As the group coordinator 

shares, “We choose something they can finish in a term. They forget their worries from home when 

they are here. And it provides them with such a sense of accomplishment – they are so proud of what 

they have made.” Three groups have been established, with each group meeting for two hours once 

a week in term time. Each group consists of up to six mothers. While group members are doing their 

activity, they get to know one another, and the coordinator introduces topics for discussion as they 

work. Refreshments are provided every week and there is often a talk on a topic to do with the home 

and parenting after the activity is completed.  

The subjects under discussion are chosen based on interviews that were conducted with each member 

to ascertain what concerns, issues and desires they had for their children and families. In addition to 

these topics, KDG seeks to work with each group to establish the building blocks each person needs 

to be successful in relationships. These are key skills needed by the mothers, who often grew up in 

very difficult circumstances themselves. The first aspect of this process is to get them to connect and 

build relationships with each other, and with themselves. Next, the future perspective is explored to 

try to enable the group members to break out of living day-to-day, and to make decisions based on a 

realistic plan. Thirdly, the group is taken through the basics of problem solving to enable them not to 

take the passive route when presented with a challenge. Lastly, the group explores role models in the 

community and encourages each member to choose a role model who they can look to for guidance 

                                                           
7 See http://www.povertystoplight.org.za/  

http://www.povertystoplight.org.za/
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and inspiration. Thus, the curriculum has shifted from the overt focus on “parenting” and what the 

members should and should not do (backed by Biblical teachings) to one which seeks to develop each 

individual in a psycho-social manner, based on psychological and neurological research. Good 

parenting flows from the work each mother does on her own emotional and social skills in the group. 

Coupled with the positive experience of making something practical and the mutual support of the 

other mothers, these therapeutic interventions are starting to work for those who attend regularly.   

 
Members of a parent support group run in Paarl by KDG proudly display their needlework 

 

C. Working with Schools to Increase Parental Participation  

A final aspect of work with parents involves the task of intervening at a more systemic level by assisting 

schools themselves to increase the participation of parents in all aspects of the school. This is an area 

where projects such as Symphonia for South Africa’s Partners for Possibility, which intervenes to 

stimulate leadership growth in school Principals, have had some success. Only three of the ZDOS 

partner organisations have undertaken efforts in this area. In their Paarl schools, KDG has introduced 

a regular event for parents called “koek-en-loer” (cake and see) where parents come to the school to 

meet the KDG team and some teachers and learn about the value of school and what role they can 

play in their child’s education. As suggested by the name, refreshments are provided to attract people 

to the event. Unfortunately, due to the working commitments and lack of interest among parents, 

these events have enjoyed mixed results and the schools still struggle to involve the majority of their 

parents meaningfully.    

Bottom Up has in 2018 adopted another approach in the schools it works with in Lotus River. The 

organisation has arranged a number of parent workshops in these schools – also providing 

refreshments and trying to find times which are convenient to parents. Bottom Up has arranged these 

workshops as “parent breakfasts” or “parent teas’ to attract more people but due to working 

commitments the turnout has been modest – with about 20 - 30 parents attending each event at 

maximum. Unlike in the Paarl situation, the parents in this case are materially better off and have 

better levels of education and employment. Yet Bottom Up identified that even amongst these lower-
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middle class parents, there is limited knowledge of the rights and responsibilities of parents with 

regards to their children’s education. Most parents did not know how to raise problems with the 

schools and were unaware of the role of the SGB and how they could influence school policy. Bottom 

Up’s workshops have therefore focussed not on parenting skills, but on informing parents how to 

engage schools and be involved in decisions affecting their children. The workshops have also been a 

venue in which parents share common challenges (e.g. behavioural issues and drug use by their 

children) and discuss how best they as parents can address these.  

Even though attendance has not been as high as expected, the important lesson emerging from 

Bottom Up’s efforts is that even in slightly better off communities parents need more knowledge 

about their role in their children’s schooling and how they can influence key school policies (e.g. 

discipline, dress code, late-coming) for the better.     

A final example of a systemically-focussed intervention is provided by CAP’s changeMAKERS initiative 

among the whole Swellendam community. Having run a programme focussed on supporting individual 

learners and families in 2017, CAP realised that without a more systemic-level effort to include the 

whole community in improving education, it’s support would not achieve the required impact. 

Although the specifics of the changeMAKERS initiative are still being mapped out in broad community 

consultations, the initiative seeks to inject new energy and resources into education in Swellendam, 

harnessing all sectors of the local community to provide a wide range of support – in materials, human 

resources, ideas and solutions – to areas which are most in need, such as the communities in Railton 

township. The township-based schools have been twinned with the better-off schools in the wealthier 

part of Swellendam to assist them to address challenges they face. In addition, the Principals of the 

three under-resourced schools have been included in the Partners for Possibility programme to 

strengthen their leadership and partnerships with the broader community.      

 
CAP’s changeMAKERS initiative seeks to have a systemic impact on education  
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3. Conclusion 

Parental engagement in a child’s educational journey is crucial for successful educational outcomes. 

At present for various reasons many parents or caregivers in disadvantaged communities are unable 

to play a meaningful enough role in supporting their child’s development. Several of the partner 

organisations in the Zero Dropout Schools Initiative have included parental engagement and 

involvement as a key aspect of their models which aim to reduce school disengagement. As seen in 

examples in this article, these initiatives, which include home visits, family engagement and parental 

workshops, have enjoyed success among the parents and families who were directly reached and 

worked with over a period of time. However, the need for family support is so great that it is unrealistic 

to expect that either NGOs or schools can offer the quality of support at the scale it is required. It is 

also not the role of a school to intervene at a family level, although they may provide some support 

through school counsellors where they are present, or through LSAs and other appropriate channels.   

At a more systemic level it is clear that schools need to be better enabled to become family friendly 

and attract meaningful parental involvement in the life of the school and its educational mission. 

Organisations such as Bottom Up and CAP are introducing initiatives which can assist in this regard 

through harnessing skills and resources and through educating parents about their rights and 

responsibilities. While the more focussed family interventions are important to stop disengagement 

by the most at risk, these broader initiatives to inject energy and enthusiasm around education and 

the role of parents are just as crucial, especially if a larger impact it to be made.  


