
Schools can help ‘close the gap’ by nurturing strong relationships with parents. 
Mary Taylor looks at where the dots need to be connected between policy and 
practice for the most effective outcomes.

How You Can Empower Parents to 

Help Close the 
Achievement Gap
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Center on the Developing Child, the very best strategy for improving 
outcomes for children and families is to support responsive 
relationships and reduce stress to build strong brains from the 
beginning, helping children grow up to be healthy, productive 
members of society. 

We can understand in new ways how all children are vulnerable, 
as the impact of ongoing stress, neglect or abuse while growing up 
can last a lifetime, contributing to great human and societal costs. 

Alongside other services, schools can provide protective factors 
for children and young people by creating and maintaining a 
relational culture which is informed and responsive. We need a non-
stigmatising, universal approach that supports everyone from the 
beginning. 

Supporting families 

To strengthen and support a family, we have to first build 
relationships with the individuals in it. There seems to have been 
a focus on giving parents information about supporting their 
children’s learning, rather than understanding the need to work 
alongside them and empower them emotionally. Parenting is not an 
easy job for any of us. 

For parents who themselves might have lacked responsive adults 
while growing up, or who are living with other particular challenges, 
it is likely they will need careful support and guidance if they are to 
be able to provide something different for their own children. 

Being able to build and maintain healthy relationships 
throughout life is one of the most important skills for human 
thriving, whether for personal life, school life, or the workplace.

What is behind the underachieving?

Educational ‘failure’ is a symptom and what we need to acknowledge 
and address are the root causes. What is behind the underachieving? 
In Denmark, Finland and Sweden—the countries with the highest 
social mobility—there are strong universal services which provide 
support for families. Their systems are well integrated and their 
progressive universalism meets the needs of most and identifies 
additional specific needs so that further support can be provided. 
Family centres are built on the premise that the wellbeing of parents 
has a strong correlation with their children’s emotional health. School 
readiness is fostered through a system of open kindergartens, where 
parents and carers can build their confidence in all the many ways 
they can support their child’s learning. 

In the UK, we measure SATs and GCSE results and express ‘the 
gap’ repeatedly in this way. In no way do I wish to undermine the 
goal of academic achievement, but rather I think it is important to 
focus on what we now understand to be required for this deeper 
learning to take place. Research suggests that the gap has its roots 
further back than we are being encouraged to look. 

With the recent Education Policy Institute report informing us 
that at our current rate, it will take 560 years for the ‘gap’ to close, it 
feels urgent to match up what we are learning from research into 
child development with our educational system and broader family 
policies.

A
s we know, education has 
its important part to play in 
breaking cycles of disadvantage. 
But in addition to school life, 

Early Intervention Foundation evidence 
points to the quality of family relationships, 
and particularly that between children 
and parents, as the primary influence on a 
child’s future life chances. Other research 
also highlights that ‘emotional health at 16 
is a stronger predictor of mental health and 
life chances at 30 than either demographic 
or socio-economic factors’. 

The increasing understanding of 
healthy brain development also points 
to the relational capabilities of the adults 
around a child as being the most important 
factor in the building of a healthy brain 
architecture. According to the Harvard 
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https://www.eif.org.uk/report/social-and-emotional-skills-in-childhood-and-their-long-term-effects-on-adult-life
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/three-early-childhood-development-principles-improve-child-family-outcomes/


Good teaching has always involved the ability to track back and spend enough time on 
the fundamentals. The fundamentals of learning exist beyond the basics of individual areas of 
the curriculum. We understand with greater clarity today how stress impacts on many areas 
of cognition, and that a young person whose body flooded with cortisol because of stress 
will have a reduced ability to focus their attention, to engage their working memory or to 
self-regulate. Planning, problem-solving and cognitive flexibility, which are also all crucial to 
effective learning, will likewise be compromised. 

Building relationships

Relationships are a key factor for us all as social beings, and research explains this so clearly 
for us now. Why then are relationships not front and centre in policy? The theory is clear in 
how we might apply this in the real world, and we need to begin to support this relational 
work more systemically.

For an emotionally healthy relational culture to thrive, all interactions between people 
need to be seen as opportunities to build relationships. So yes, you might be a teacher 
spotting a pupil moving rather slowly towards a lesson when others are already there. It 
might well be appropriate for you to encourage that pupil to get to class more speedily. That 
doesn’t mean that you can’t say ‘hello’ or ask them how their day is going before chivvying 
them along. It is the presence of responsive adults around children and young people day-to-
day which will allow them to build on and to develop their individual emotional health skills, 
such as self-awareness, self-agency, self-regulation, social awareness and relationship skills. 

Supporting staff

This also means that all of the adults working in the school need to feel connected and 
supported. Learning to be alongside someone with painful or difficult challenges without 
becoming overwhelmed yourself can be hard. School staff need to be supported both 
practically and emotionally. 

Supervisions for safeguarding teams in schools is widely held as good practice, and yet 
even for these teams who are working to support the most challenging situations, there 
are many who lack the opportunity for regular supervision. All staff in schools need the 

Vol 7.6 n www.teachingtimes.com

Love to TeachEvery Child Journal

44



opportunity to reflect and consider their own feelings and 
emotional habits, as building relationships with pupils and 
their families/carers can be an emotionally taxing business 
and can feel exhausting both in prospect and in reality. 

School staff are humans too and will themselves 
have their own mix of challenges, experiences and 
habits. We ignore their needs at our peril. A school’s 
healthy relational culture depends on a well-supported, 
reflective and responsive team of staff. This includes the 
senior leadership team, as how can they model and lead 
a healthy school community if their own needs are not 
being met? 

Healthy connections

If we begin to recognise the power of this, we might start 
all of our thinking with: 

 n How can we ensure that all pupils, all staff and all 
parents/carers/families feel that they belong in our 
school? 

 n Are we making it clear in all that we do that all pupils/
staff/parents/carers/families are important to us?

 n Is what we are planning and how we are planning 
to do it going to help to build relationships and 
strengthen connection in our school community? 

We can begin to understand together that it is feelings that drive behaviours, that 
we can all (parents/carers and staff ) share in the need for empathic, responsive adults 
offering regular opportunities for co-regulation, clear and kind boundaries, appropriate 
expectations, guidance without criticism, and the modelling of healthy relationships. 

This is relationship education in action, as pupils will learn most about relating to others 
through their experiences of the relationships around them. We need to reclaim the term 
‘relationship education’ as it is the most fundamental part of being able to learn, and not 
simply something added on to sex education.

Creating inclusive communities

Schools are at the front line of support for families now, and in many ways this feels like an 
appropriate place for this support—if relationships are carefully built and sustained, and 
time is given for staff to provide their support safely and well. Over time, parents coming to 
school to reflect and think together with staff can become the norm, which can allow for a 
truly inclusive community. 

Introductory workshops can be offered to all new parents when they first bring their 
children or young people to start at the school. With parents/carers being the biggest 
influence on a child or young person’s life, building positive relationships and properly 
getting to know the families of the pupils in our schools can allow us to work together in 
the best way we can, discovering how we can all provide the next generation with good 
enough experiences of responsive adults at home and at school. We can work together 
through the more challenging times, supporting and enabling the emotional health of our 
young, which can provide the foundation of their capacity to learn and to flourish in their 
future lives. 

Mary Taylor is Head of Programmes at Family Links: the Centre for Emotional Health. 
For information on school training programmes, visit www.familylinks.org.uk. 
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