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For school leaders, teachers, and support staff

Based on the work of Justin Robbins and Karen Dempster  
and The Four Pillars of Parental Engagement book  
(Crown House Publishing)

Why this toolkit?
Because parental engagement shouldn’t be another item on your  
to-do list. It should help you do the rest of your job better and  
support young people in your school to be at their best.

This toolkit gives you a quick start guide to take practical actions  
to use the Four Pillars. Whether you’re leading whole-school  
strategy or want better parent conversations, this is for you.

The Four Pillars of Parental  
Engagement quick start toolkit  

http://www.fit2communicate.com
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1. A quick note from us to you

Dear colleague,

You already know how powerful parental 
engagement can be. You’ve seen the boost  
when families are on side and the barriers  
when they’re not.

You’re doing the work. You’ve tried the  
letters, the events, the platforms. And 
sometimes... it still feels like you’re not  
quite reaching the families who need  
you most.

We get it. And this toolkit isn’t here to  
tell you you’re doing it wrong. It’s here to  
simplify, support and strengthen what  
you’re already doing.

Based on the Four Pillars of Parental  
Engagement, this toolkit gives you:

•  A quick way to check where you’re at

•  Practical ideas to try tomorrow

•  A plan for building lasting change

It’s not about overhauling your systems.  
It’s about helping you build better  
relationships, with less effort and  
more impact.

You don’t need to be perfect. 

You just need a clear path. 

This toolkit can start you on that path.

Wishing you every success 

Karen and Justin

http://www.fit2communicate.com


2. The Four Pillars of Parental Engagement

A practical framework for stronger,  
more inclusive relationships with families

WHY WE NEED A BROADER VIEW
In many schools, parental engagement is equated 
with communication - newsletters, texts, emails, 
social media posts.

Communication matters. But if families don’t  
feel welcome, don’t understand how school  
works, or don’t trust the people in it, then more 
messages won’t change that.

This is why the Four Pillars model exists. It helps 
schools move beyond isolated events or surface- 
level updates and instead build engagement that  
is embedded, inclusive and long-lasting.

Parental engagement is not one thing. It is the 
combined effect of what families know, how  
they feel, what they believe, and how they  
are treated every day. 

THE FOUR PILLARS AT A GLANCE
The model includes the pillars: Knowledge, 
Environment, Culture, and Communication.

They work together, each supporting the others. 
If one is weak, the whole approach suffers. When 
all four are given equal focus, the benefits are 
significant and sustained.

Find a one page overview of the Four Pillars of 
Parental Engagement on the Fit2Communicate 
website: www.fit2communicate.com.

PILLAR 1: KNOWLEDGE
Help families understand how to support  
their child’s learning.

Families are more likely to engage when they know 
what’s expected, why it matters, and how they can 
help. But many don’t understand academic language, 
school systems, or the importance of their role in 
supporting learning, especially in secondary settings.

This pillar focuses on ensuring that parents feel 
informed, capable and connected to their child’s 
learning journey.

PILLAR 2: ENVIRONMENT
Help families feel they belong.

The way a school, and everything associated to it, 
looks, sounds and feels shapes how families engage. 
Some parents avoid entering school buildings  
because of past experiences, or using online 
platforms because they feel unfriendly.

This pillar focuses on reducing silent barriers to 
engagement and ensures more families feel able  
to step into the conversation.

PILLAR 3: CULTURE
Build relationships that last.

Engagement is about relationships, not transactions. 
That means building trust, showing respect, and 
recognising effort, for every family, not just the  
ones who attend events or respond to messages.

This pillar focuses on making parental engagement  
a shared value across the whole school, not just  
the responsibility of a few individuals.

PILLAR 4: COMMUNICATION
Keep it clear, consistent and two-way.

Parents often receive a lot of information but still 
feel out of the loop. When messages are inconsistent, 
unclear or too frequent, families switch off. When 
they’re not listened to, trust breaks down. 

This pillar focuses on ensuring communication is effective, 
human, and inclusive, for families and staff alike.

THE PILLARS WORKING TOGETHER
These pillars don’t work in isolation. If a school 
communicates well but doesn’t feel welcoming, parents 
won’t engage. If there’s information available but no 
trust, it won’t be used. If families trust school staff but 
don’t know how to help at home, learning suffers.

This model helps schools take a step back and see the 
full picture so that every part of the parent experience 
is working together, not pulling in different directions.

You don’t have to fix everything at once. But knowing 
where you are (see Section 4) and choosing a place  
to start can unlock real change.
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3. Why this matters now more than ever

Parental engagement sits at the heart of many of the 
most pressing challenges schools are facing today.

Across government policy, inspection frameworks,  
and research evidence there is a growing emphasis  
on the importance of effective engagement with 
families, not just as communication, but as an 
integral part of improving pupil outcomes and school 
effectiveness.

POLICY AND GOVERNMENT  
FOCUS IN THE UK
The UK Government continues to highlight parental 
engagement across education policy and reform. 
There is an increasing expectation that schools  
work collaboratively with families to improve 
attendance, behaviour and learning, beyond  
sharing information. Recent policy discussions  
and commitments reflect this:

•  �Government direction on parental engagement  
is emerging through planned education reform,  
with a forthcoming schools White Paper expected  
to outline clearer expectations for how schools 
should work with parents as partners in education. 
This includes improving communication practices 
and recognising the role of parents in supporting 
learning at home. (The Times)

•  �Attendance and behaviour remain a policy priority, 
with ministers emphasising that schools and families 
must work together to address post-pandemic 
challenges in these areas. Strengthening relationships 
with parents and carers is seen as part of a broader 
approach to reducing persistent absence and 
improving behaviour. (The Guardian)

•  �Ofsted and government guidance increasingly name 
parental engagement as part of evaluating school 
effectiveness, encouraging schools to think strategically 
about family partnerships and parental voice. National 
guidance also emphasises the need to reach all 
families, including those who may feel intimidated or 
unsupported in engaging with school life. (nga.org.uk)

EVIDENCE FROM RESEARCH AND PRACTICE
A robust body of research in the UK shows that parental 
engagement affects a range of outcomes for pupils and 
that schools need a broad approach to engagement,  
not just better communication:

•  �Parental engagement has measurable academic impact. 
Review evidence published in the UK shows that when 
schools and families work together to support learning, 
pupils can make on average four additional months’ 
progress across a year. Schools should think carefully 
about how to engage all parents in supporting  
learning, not just those already involved. (EEF)
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•  �Effective engagement is linked to improvements 
in homework completion, learning behaviours, 
and attendance. Research commissioned by the 
Department for Education highlights the value of 
strong home–school links for these outcomes and 
shows the importance of clear information and  
two-way communication. (GOV.UK)

•  �Despite strong evidence of benefits, policy and 
practice often lag behind research. Recent academic 
analysis finds that while parental engagement  
shows positive effects on attainment, behaviour  
and attendance internationally, guidance in  
English policy can remain vague or inconsistent, 
limiting its impact in practice. (BERA)

•  �UK surveys indicate that significant numbers of 
parents want to be involved but face barriers 
such as time pressures, lack of confidence, or 
unclear expectations, reinforcing why a strategic, 
inclusive approach is needed. For example, research 
shows around half of parents say they don’t have 
enough time to participate in school life as much 
as they would like, and one in five feel they lack the 
knowledge or skills to support their child’s learning. 
(nga.org.uk)

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR YOUR  
SCHOOL RIGHT NOW
Taken together, policy and evidence underline that:

•  �Parental engagement improves pupil  
outcomes, including attainment, behaviour  
and attendance.

•  �Schools are expected to articulate clear 
engagement strategies that go  beyond  
newsletters and one-off events.

•  �Parents want to be partners, but they need  
clarity, welcome, trust and support, beyond  
just information.

•  �A strategic, structured approach (like the Four 
Pillars) helps schools close gaps, tackle barriers  
and create environments where families can 
genuinely contribute.

This is not about adding work. It’s about aligning 
what you already do with what evidence shows 
works so efforts with families are purposeful, 
connected and effective.

http://www.fit2communicate.com
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a79f82c40f0b66a2fbfef2d/DFE-RR156.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/the-need-for-clearer-parental-engagement-policies-evidence-from-england?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.nga.org.uk/media/4dphmntd/parental-engagement-schools-20241205.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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4. Where are you now?
A LIGHT-TOUCH REFLECTION TOOL TO GUIDE YOUR NEXT STEPS

Before deciding what to change, it helps to understand what’s already working and where things could improve. 
This section gives you a quick way to reflect on your school’s current strengths and gaps across the Four Pillars  
of Parental Engagement.

You can use this on your own, with your leadership team, or in a wider staff meeting.  
It’s not a test. It’s a conversation starter.

Pillar Are we… Not yet Sometimes Consistently

Knowledge Helping parents understand
why and how to support
learning, access systems,
and use school tools?

Environment Making the school and our
online platforms feel
welcoming, safe and
accessible to all families? 

Culture Building mutual trust and
inclusion in how we relate  
to families?

Communication Sharing clear, two-way,
consistent messages  
in a way parents can  
engage with?

Use this simple self-evaluation to help you 
understand where you are doing well and where  
you can improve. This explores each pillar to help 
you identify which areas need attention and where 
your strengths lie.

You can also use wider insights from your school 
community, including:

•  �A simple parent survey designed to gauge how 
families feel about learning, communication  
and inclusion

•  �Pupil voice questions to understand what  
pupils need and how to help their  
families engage

•  �Staff reflection prompts to explore team 
perspectives and experiences across the  
four pillars

These tools help you go beyond assumptions  
and ensure your next steps are based on what  
people are actually experiencing.

http://www.fit2communicate.com
https://tally.so/r/3jdbD1?mc_cid=0f033fb12b&mc_eid=UNIQID
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5. Where do you want to be?

Defining the parent relationships your school 
wants to build

Once you’ve reflected on where you are, the next  
step is to look ahead.

Too often, schools respond to engagement issues 
reactively, launching new apps, holding extra  
events, or chasing feedback without a clear sense  
of direction. But real, lasting engagement starts  
with a shared vision: What kind of relationships  
do we want with families and why?

This section helps you define what strong, inclusive, 
trusting parental engagement should look and feel 
like in your school, rooted in the Four Pillars model.

START WITH YOUR LONG-TERM VISION
Take time with your leadership team to discuss these 
questions. The aim is to imagine your school three 
years from now and be specific.

Ask yourselves:

•  �What should parental engagement feel like  
in our school?

•  �How will parents describe their relationship  
with staff?

•  �What will they understand and be confident doing?

•  �How will our systems and culture support this?

•  �How will this support our wider goals -  
attendance, behaviour, attainment, wellbeing?

WHAT STRONG ENGAGEMENT LOOKS 
LIKE ACROSS THE PILLARS
To support your thinking, here’s what strong, 
embedded engagement might look like across each  
of the Four Pillars by the end of a three-year strategy:

Knowledge
•  �Parents understand why and how to support  

learning and access help

•  �Families know what’s expected of them and  
what they can expect from school

•  �Staff are confident in explaining systems  
and progress in plain language

�Environment
•  �All families feel safe, welcome and included  

when they enter the school

•  �Meeting spaces, reception areas and digital  
platforms are friendly and accessible

•  �Practical barriers (timing, transport, language, 
childcare) are actively considered

Culture
•  �Every family voice is heard and respected,  

not just the most confident or visible

•  �Families see their values, cultures and  
circumstances reflected in school practice

•  �Staff prioritise relationships, not just  
transactions or compliance

Communication
•  �Messages are clear, consistent and manageable, 

making it clear when action is required

•  �Staff feel confident and supported when  
engaging with parents

•  �Feedback is actively invited and visibly  
acted on

DEFINE YOUR VISION FOR PARENTAL 
ENGAGEMENT
Use the prompts below to create a short vision 
statement your school can come back to.  
This can guide decisions, align staff, and help 
communicate your intent to families.

In three years’ time, our goal is that parental 
engagement in our school will…

This will support our wider priorities by…

We’ll know we’re making progress  
when we see…

This vision isn’t about perfection. It’s about setting 
direction so that engagement becomes part of  
your school’s strategy, not just its diary.

http://www.fit2communicate.com


Practical ideas to improve engagement -  
one pillar at a time

Once you’ve reflected on where you are and where 
you want to be, the next step is action. But that 
doesn’t mean starting everything at once.

Each of the Four Pillars offers practical, manageable 
opportunities to improve engagement. The key is to 
start where your need is greatest and where change 
will be felt quickly by staff, pupils and families.

This section offers a selection of tried-and-tested 
actions linked to each pillar, based on insights  
from school practice, research, and the Four  
Pillars framework.

PILLAR 1: KNOWLEDGE

Help parents know what matters and how to help

Many families want to support learning but don’t 
know how. The key is clarity: make roles and 
expectations visible and remove the guesswork.

What you can do:

•  �Share a Parent–Pupil–School Agreement  
to clarify expectations on all sides

•  �Offer short explainers (in text or video)  
for key tools like online reports or  
homework platforms

•  �Use The Information Finder to plan what  
families need to know, when, and how  
best to deliver it

•  �Host low-key parent sessions that focus on  
why and how to support learning - not just 
behaviour, routines or curriculum jargon

•  �Train staff to explain progress clearly in plain,  
non-technical language

Quick question to ask:

If I were a new parent at this school, what would  
I need to know to feel confident and able to  
help my child?
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6. Building strength in each pillar

https://www.fit2communicate.com/_files/ugd/49af42_6a4ac40e069542ddb3f2f3c5e73e9d36.pdf
http://www.fit2communicate.com


PILLAR 2: ENVIRONMENT

Make the school feel open, safe and inclusive  
to all families

Families often decide within seconds whether  
school feels like a safe space for them. Details  
matter - from the school entrance to the ease  
with which parents can navigate your website.

What you can do:

•  �Run a Welcome Walkthrough: experience  
your school through a new parent’s eyes -  
what’s clear, warm, confusing, off-putting?

•  �Offer flexible options for meetings, including 
phone or video for those who can’t attend  
in person

•  �Create quiet, calm spaces for sensitive 
conversations

•  �Review your signage and displays:  
do they reflect the languages, cultures  
and values of your community?

•  �Ask parents directly: What helps you feel  
welcome in a school? What gets in the way?

Quick question to ask:

What would a parent see, hear or feel in their  
first five minutes at our school?

PILLAR 3: CULTURE

Build trust and belonging, not just compliance

Engagement thrives where there’s a culture  
of inclusion, respect and shared purpose.  
That means more than just polite interactions -  
it means listening deeply, valuing feedback,  
and working with families, not just for them.

What you can do:

•  �Use a simple survey to explore how families  
and staff experience trust and inclusion

•  �Offer regular opportunities for feedback -  
not just big surveys, but informal check-ins  
like coffee mornings and open-ended  
questions

•  �Show families that their input leads to change  
and tell them what’s happening as a result

•  �Recognise and thank parents for their  
support and contributions, both directly and  
as part of your wider parent communication 
approach

•  �Provide specific support to your school team  
for communicating effectively with parents, 
especially during challenging conversations

Quick question to ask:

What are we doing (or not doing) that helps  
families feel heard and respected?

PILLAR 4: COMMUNICATION

Keep it simple, consistent and two-way

Families are often overwhelmed by messages.  
When information is too frequent, unclear,  
or inconsistent across staff, it becomes noise.  
Great communication reduces confusion and  
builds trust, especially when it’s part of a  
school-wide approach.

What you can do:

•  �Use the Traffic Light Tool to prioritise which 
messages need immediate action (Green),  
what’s useful (Amber), and what’s optional/
background (Red)

•  �Agree how you would like your school-to-home 
communication to feel for parents and ensure  
all messages follow this approach – for  
example: warm, clear and jargon-free

•  �Develop a termly calendar of known and planned 
communications to help staff plan ahead and  
avoid repetition or overload

•  �Set expectations: let families know when they  
can expect to hear from school and through  
which channels – email, texts, school  
apps, etc

•  �Make space to listen - reply to replies,  
follow up with phone calls, and offer regular 
chances for parents to talk

Quick question to ask:

If I were a busy, stressed parent today,  
would this message help me,  
or overwhelm me?
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7. Planning for Progress

Your next move - simple, focused, and achievable

You’ve identified your strengths. You’ve spotted  
the areas where engagement needs work.  
Now it’s time to focus.

Choose one pillar to start with - the one that  
will have the biggest impact right now.

Keep your first step small but meaningful.  
What you’re doing here is building  
momentum.

Complete the below with your leadership  
team or staff group to turn reflection  
into action.
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Our parental engagement focus

Focus pillar...

Why this  
matters to us...

One change  
we will make...

Who will  
lead it...

By when...

How we’ll know  
it’s working...

Tip: Revisit this regularly.  
Use it in meetings, phase planning or staff briefings to keep engagement visible and integrated.

http://www.fit2communicate.com


8. Inclusive engagement as a strategic driver

A long-term approach to building trust,  
belonging and partnership

Every school has a strategic plan, for behaviour, 
attendance, wellbeing, curriculum, safeguarding,  
or rebuilding trust.

But here’s the truth: you can’t make sustainable 
progress in any of those areas without strong, 
inclusive relationships with families.

Parental engagement isn’t a bolt-on. It’s part  
of the infrastructure. And just like behaviour  
or curriculum, it needs to be planned for,  
resourced, and reviewed.

The Four Pillars model helps you build engagement 
into your three-year plan, not as a separate strand, 
but as a way to unlock your core priorities.

THREE-YEAR ROADMAP FOR  
WHOLE-SCHOOL ENGAGEMENT

Year 1: Understand and align

•  �Use the Four Pillars to audit your current practice

•  �Gather insights from staff, parents and pupils

•  �Define what strong engagement should look  
and feel like in your school

•  �Choose one pillar to focus on first

Year 2: Prioritise and build

•  �Choose one or two pillars for deeper focus

•  �Invest in staff training and tools to support 
engagement

•  �Link engagement directly to school priorities  
e.g. attendance, behaviour, learning recovery

Year 3: Embed and grow

•  �Evaluate what’s working through feedback  
and impact data 

•  �Build engagement into core systems -  
CPD, reporting, pastoral planning

•  �Celebrate progress and share success stories  
with your community

This isn’t about quick wins. It’s about creating  
a culture where families are not visitors to  
school life - they’re part of it.
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9. You’re not alone

Support is available and it’s built on the  
Four Pillars

If you want help embedding your approach to 
parental engagement, we offer support that’s 
grounded in this model and adapted to  
your context.

We can support with:

•  �Strategic planning and whole-school  
development

•  �Online guided support

•  �Guided workshops or SLT masterclasses

•  �Staff training linked to one or more  
of the Four Pillars

•  �Diagnostic tools and tailored surveys  
for staff, families or pupils

To get started, visit www.fit2communicate.com  
to reach out to us directly.

Buy the Four Pillars of Parental Engagement  
Book from Crown House Publishing or  
on Amazon.
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