
RESEARCH INTO PRACTICE:  MONOGRAPH  |  APRIL 2019

Introduction

In this monograph, we focus on two of the four strategies of the Ministry of Education’s Parents in 
Partnership policy (2010); (a) fostering and sustaining a positive, welcoming school climate 
in which parent perspectives are encouraged, valued, and heard; and (b) identifying 
and removing barriers to parent engagement that may prevent some parents from fully 
participating in their children’s learning and reflecting the diversity of Ontario’s students 
and communities. We draw upon the findings of a two-year project with six elementary schools 
in Ontario that undertook a collaborative approach to engage parents/families in their children’s 
mathematics learning, and highlight how schools have responded to meeting these two particular 
strands of the Parents in Partnership policy.
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Policy Background

The Renewed Mathematics Strategy (RMS) (2016) 
represents the Ontario Ministry of Education’s 
commitment to working to ensure all students 
gain mathematical skills and knowledge that are 
seen as critical components for successful life and 
employment. The RMS leverages collective skills and 
knowledge to improve all students’ achievement in 
mathematics. The strategy builds on the goals set 
out in Achieving Excellence: A Renewed Vision for 
Ontario (2014), and further underpins the Ministry’s 
commitment to welcoming, respecting, and valuing 
parents and guardians as partners in their children’s 
education within the wider school community. 
Furthermore, the RMS recognizes that school and 
teacher practices impact, positively and negatively, 
on whether parents engage with their children’s 
schools and associated learning in school, and in 
what form this engagement takes.

Parent engagement in a child’s education is 
undoubtedly an infl uential factor in students’ overall 
achievement and enjoyment in schooling. When 
parents play an active role in schooling, they have 
different perspectives about educational processes 
and student learning. In Ontario, Canada, this has 
been emphasized by the Ministry of Education 
with the introduction of Parents in Partnership: A 
Parent Engagement Policy for Ontario Schools 
(2010), recognizing that parents have a profound 
infl uence on their children’s attitudes towards, 

and engagement with their learning in school. The 
Parents in Partnership policy utilizes a series of key 
strategies that are intended to support parents 
as partners in their children’s education. The key 
strategies are; 

• foster and sustain a positive, welcoming 
school climate in which parent perspectives 
are encouraged, valued, and heard; 

• identify and remove barriers to parent 
engagement that may prevent some parents 
from fully participating in their children’s 
learning, and to refl ect the diversity of our 
students and communities;

• provide parents with the knowledge, skills, 
and tools they need to support student 
learning at home and at school; and

• review and expand communication and 
outreach strategies such as local workshops, 
presentations, tools, and resources, to 
share information and strategies related to 
supporting learning at home and parent 
engagement in schools. (Ministry of Education, 
2010, p. 22)
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Why Should we be Concerned with 
Parents Attitudes to Math Learning?

Involvement of parents in their children’s learning 
has been widely recognized as benefi cial by 
educators, researchers, and policy-makers (e.g., 
Fan & Chen, 2001; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; 
Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005; Jeynes, 2005, 
2007). How involved parents are in their children’s 
learning has been attributed as the singularly most 
important contributory factor in raising student 
achievement (Harris, Andrew-Power, & Goodall, 
2009). Where parent involvement in their children’s 
mathematics learning has been investigated, 
fi ndings have confi rmed that expectations and 
aspirations parents have for their children, levels 
of communication and encouragement between 
parents and children towards mathematics are all 
associated with increased mathematics success 
(e.g., Fan & Chen, 2001; Jeynes, 2005; Vukovic et 
al., 2013)
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However, not all families hold positive thoughts 
and feelings towards mathematics, and their 
interactions with mathematics transpire into either 
positive or negative messages to their children about 
mathematics (Frome & Eccles, 1998). Mathematics 
is considered the most diffi cult subject for parents 
to support, with some parents lacking confi dence in 
their own mathematical ability and skills to support 
their children with elementary school mathematics 
homework, with some parents being bewildered by 
current teaching methods that negatively impacts 
their ability to support their children’s mathematics 
homework (Colgan, 2015). 

Parents can play an important role in alleviating 
their children’s anxiety about mathematics. When 
parents are provided with appropriate support, 
they are able to positively impact their children’s 
feelings about mathematics, through reducing 
their anxiety especially in “more diffi cult areas 
of mathematics” such as algebraic reasoning 
(Vukovic et al., 2013, p.446). Cankar et al. (2012) 
noted when “teachers designed homework in 
such a way that they encouraged interactions 
with students and their parents, the number of 
students who have a better result in mathematics 
increased” (p.37). Subsequently, parents should be 
supported in their involvement with their children’s 
learning of mathematics, for example through their 
completion of homework activities (Vukovic et al., 
2013, pp.460-461). In addition, interventions that 
aim to both decrease parents’ own mathematics 
anxiety, scaffold and nurture their ability and desire 
to support their children with homework are seen 
as a useful strategy (Maloney et al., 2015, p.7). 



The Parents in Partnership policy emphasizes that 
good schools become better schools when they 
are strongly connected with parents as part of the 
learning community. A signifi cant component within 
this is the creation of a school climate in which 
parents feel valued and their voices heard. To be 
successful in this endeavor, schools need to know 
and understand their local context and its impact 
upon the climate within the school. Every school 
is shaped by its physical location (i.e., urban or 
rural) and demographic (i.e., transient or immigrant 
population) as well as its program (i.e., dual 
stream, extracurricular norms), leadership, faculty 
complement, resources, facilities, and student 
population. The context of the school is also a 
refl ection of the broader external community and its 
attitudes, dispositions and beliefs about education. 
Promoting and supporting involvement of parents 
and community requires a nuanced understanding 
of the contextual factors that infl uence involvement.

Knowing Your School 
Community

As the six schools began this project, the 
knowledge they held of their parent communities 
was instrumental in shaping what strategies they 
might adopt to engage with their parent cohorts. 
Many of the initial considerations came from their 
pre-existing knowledge of their parent community, 
especially in regard to what strategies might be 
welcomed or rejected by parents.

“You really need to think about your 
school community and what’s going to 
be most effective for them, whether it’s 
inviting parents in…what’s going to be 
the best way to reach your community” 
(Classroom Teacher)

To be successful in designing and implementing 
mathematics outreach activities and programs 
that met the individual needs of staff, students and 
families, the school teams refl ected critically about 
their communities and designed unique plans for 
parent engagement in mathematics that included 
implicit goals of inclusion, respect, building parental 
confi dence, mutual support, and trust. For one 
school, a critical component was understanding 
the diversity of their students’ family demographics, 
and how this shaped communication and planning 
of activities suited to their particular climate.

Appealing to All

Knowing that many of the parents worked and many 
grandparents took childcare roles within family units, 
one project school invited these extended family 
members to their math games event. Grandparents 
and other family members deeply appreciated the 
event, sharing their gratitude for being made so 
welcome in the school, and for the opportunity to 
ascertain how math based games supported the 
children’s’ learning. Positive comments such as 
“everyone should take their time to play, no 
matter how old they are, as it really does help 
kids to learn math” (Grandparent) attested to 
the success of the event.

Sustaining a Positive 
Welcoming School Climate
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pre-existing knowledge of their parent community, 
especially in regard to what strategies might be 
welcomed or rejected by parents.
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Eliminating Barriers

In the second strand of the Parents in Partnership 
policy schools are required to to identify and remove 
barriers that might prevent some parents from fully 
participating in their children’s learning. In addition, 
schools are called to refl ect the diversity of their 
student and parent communities. One project school 
responded to this challenge through adopting a longer-
term structured approach that allowed their English 
language (ESL) parents time to develop confi dence 
in the school’s parent engagement initiatives. Staff in 
this school identifi ed growth in numbers of parents 
attending their school-based sessions. 

We have a big ESL demographic here. 
In our grades 1-3, 90% are newcomers 
between the last 1-5 years of being here, 
90% of those that came and participated in 
our math events. It made them comfortable 
to come into the school and talk about it. 
They are seeing the teachers more often, 
we had two sessions a month and they 
seemed to really value this and it has built 
great relationships between the students, 
parents, and teachers. (School Principal) 

Flexible Approach

When asked what advice they would provide to 
other schools who were considering how they might 
overcome barriers to engaging parents in similar 
mathematics projects in their local communities, many 
schools pointed to the need for a fl exible approach 
that was mindful of their specifi c parent cohort needs. 
One staff member summarized that this should not 
act as a deterrent, rather as a pointer for schools to 
realize that “what works for one school might not 
work for [another]” (Classroom Teacher). 

Welcoming Spaces

One aspect that was seen as particularly important 
was to create an inviting and welcoming space for 
all parents to attend any math related events with 
their children.

A school further concurred that there was a cumulative 
positive impact upon relationships between staff and 
parent communities of their school. 

This project has been so valuable for 
our school, especially with getting 
parents involved here. Some of them 
still feel intimidated coming into school, 
especially because there is that language 
barrier; they feel they can’t communicate 
to us what they want to know, or what 
they want to ask. But now, since they 
have come to those sessions, many of 
them, we see them weekly, sometimes 3 
times per week and they are comfortable 
seeing us now. The knock-on effect in 
our relationships is really noticeable. 
(School Principal)
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Summary
If schools are able to continue to develop appropriate 
resources for parents to use, support and explain 
contemporary mathematics pedagogical practices, 
increasingly facilitate informal math learning, and 
increase the visibility and utility of math in day-to-
day life, math anxiety for parents and their children 
is reduced. Most importantly, this must be done 
with sensitivity to overcome any language, culture, 
and literacy level barriers and appreciation for 

the individual school climate in which parents are 
welcomed, respected, and valued as partners 
in their children’s learning (Ontario’s Leadership 
Framework, 2013). Ultimately, parents will support 
students in mathematics at school and home when 
there are accessible pathways for participation, and 
a clear purpose connected to their child’s learning. 
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