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What’s Catholic about parental engagement?

Janet Goodall *

Department of Education and Childhood Studies, Swansea University, Swansea, UK

This article examines the concept of parental engagement in young people’s
learning, as it relates to practice within Catholic schools. This examination will
utilise the lens of Catholic Social Teaching, and church teaching more widely,
to amplify the importance of supporting parents to engage with their children’s
learning in Catholic schools. The paper proposes a new conceptualisation of the
influences that impact on parents’ engagement with learning and concludes with
a call for further training for teachers.

Keywords: parental engagement; Catholic schools; Catholic social teaching;
subsidiarity

Introduction

This article will examine the concept of parental engagement in young people’s learn-
ing, as it relates to practice within Catholic schools. This examination will utilise the
lens of Catholic Social Teaching, and church teaching more widely, to amplify the
importance of supporting parents to engage with their children’s learning in Catholic
schools. The paper proposes a new conceptualisation of the influences that impact on
parents’ engagement with learning.1

What is parental engagement?

The value of parental engagement with young people’s learning is well enough known
in the literature that a lengthy justification of interest in the subject is not needed (See
Boonk et al. 2018 for an extended literature review). Parental engagement with young
people’s learning has been shown to have beneficial effects on academic achievement,
attendance at school, engagement with reading, etc. (Fan et al. 2017; Jeynes 2012;
Jeynes 2014; Jeynes 2018; Salvatierra and Cabello 2022; Yu et al. 2022; Zwierz-
chowska-Dod 2022). Importantly for a discussion of this concept in Catholic
schools, this engagement may be of more benefit to those children who are generally
not well served by our current schooling system.2

Clarity, however, is needed around precisely what is meant by the term, ‘parental
engagement in learning.’ The effective forms of parent engagement take place in the
home learning environment, are not focused on homework completions or
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supporting the school, but rather focus on parental support for learning (rather than
schooling) (Goodall 2017b). Mayer et al. (2015) provide a useful distinction between
parental involvement and parental engagement, suggesting that the first is a matter of
‘doing to’ parents rather than ‘doing with’ which is exemplified by the latter term (4).
Goodall and Montgomery have provided a continuum which moves from parental
involvement in schooling (in which agency and power resides with school staff)
(Goodall 2017a) through to parental engagement with learning, wherein parents
(broadly defined) are actively supporting their children’s learning, outside of the con-
fines of the school (Goodall andMontgomery 2014). It is this engagement with learn-
ing, which takes place in the realm of the family rather than the school, that has the
greatest impact on young people’s outcomes, and may, when enacted well, provide
even greater support for children and young people who are traditionally less well
served by the schooling system (Anguiano, Thomas, and Proehl 2020; Blitz et al.
2013; Field 2010; Redding, Langdon, and Meyer 2004).

Parental engagement through the lens of Catholic social teaching
The social teaching of the Catholic Church encompasses awide body of work, which,
broadly, relates to how the Church and Church members should act in the world. This
set of teachings comprises work on subjects as diverse as capital punishment (Cate-
chism of the Catholic Church 1994) to environmental issues (Francis 2015). Eick
and Ryan characterise Catholic Social Teaching (CST) as a ‘religious response to
social injustices’ (2014, 32).

Scanlan (2008) summarises Catholic social teaching as having three major
themes, which are interrelated and build one upon the other. The first and founda-
tional theme is that of the value of the human person. This is then followed by the
value of the common good – a value which flows logically from the first as the
common good is that which best supports the valuable individuals within it. Due
to the fallen nature of humanity, these associations of persons often foster (if
not embody) injustice and a lack of equity between members. This obviously miti-
gates against the first tenet, which highlights not only the value ascribed to each
individual but also that this value inheres in all humans, without exception. There-
fore, the third tenet of Catholic social teaching is a preferential ‘option for the mar-
ginalised’ (p.31), that is, giving special preference to those who suffer most from the
societies of humans. Relating this to education, Gravissimum Educationis (1965)
enjoins the faithful to ‘spare no sacrifice in helping Catholic schools… especially
in caring for the needs of those who are poor in the goods of this world or who
are deprived of the assistance and affection of a family or who are strangers to
the gift of faith’ (9).

These three elements are intended to operate within the overall society of
humans, which is itself composed of groups and associations. Holyk-Casey, in relat-
ing this to education and schooling, suggests that the primary themes from SCT
which impact on staff relationships with parents are seeing parents as the primary
educators of young people, creating a mutual, trusting relationship with parents,
developing community, ‘embracing diversity and working toward social justice in
low SES Schools’ (2012, 3). This highlights the value of all the individuals involved
and centres the relationships around the good of the young person (arguably the
most vulnerable, least agentic member of the group). All of these elements will be
discussed below.
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The option for the poor and the marginalised
Catholic schools have a clear obligation to serve those who are most disadvantaged in
society (McKinney and Hill 2010). Children who are from marginalised groups, from
low SES backgrounds, often do less well in the current systems than their more
advantaged peers (Mayer et al. 2019; Tessier 2018; Wang and Wu 2023). In some
countries, Catholic schools have traditionally been located in areas of deprivation –

in this sense, they fulfil the obligation on a group level, providing high quality edu-
cation in economically challenged areas; there is some evidence that the presence
of a Catholic school has beneficial effects for the entire community (Anguiano,
Thomas, and Proehl 2020). McKinney and Hill (2010) suggest that this option for
the poor is a ‘commitment to oppose structural injustice’ (164); providing high
quality education in such areas is one way of addressing societal inequity. More
specifically related to parental engagement, supporting parents to engage with
young people’s learning may well have a greater impact for children at risk of under-
achievement in the current system (Boonk et al. 2018).

McLaughlin (2005) suggests that the goals of Catholic schools (in Australia, but
these apply more widely) can be summed up as providing quality education, a nurtur-
ing community and ‘liberation from forms of oppression’ (230). Indeed, the quality of
teaching seems to be one of the main reasons parents choose to send their children to
Catholic schools (McLaughlin 2005). This goal, in addition to the impact that Catho-
lic schools can have not only on individual students but also on communities, demon-
strates one way Catholic schools fulfil the option to support the poor, the vulnerable
and the marginalised.

Supporting parents to support young people who are at risk of underachieving can
help schools fulfil all three elements of Catholic Social Teaching: the individual children
are of value, the common good (society) benefits from greater educational success for a
wider group of young people and finally, such support could be seen as fulfilling the
need for preferential treatment of marginalised people in society, as parental support
for learning has been shown to support children from less advantaged backgrounds.

The value of the family in Catholic thought
Catholic teaching has long been clear on the value ascribed to the family in the
upbringing of children. Parents are to be recognised as ‘the primary and principle
educators’ of children, and, in fulfilling that function, the family requires the ‘help
of the whole community’ (Gravissimum Educationis 1965, 3), including support
from civil society as well as schools. The education provided by parents/families is
envisioned as wide ranging; the family is seen as the ‘first, and fundamental school
of social living’ and parents are the ‘natural and irreplaceable agents in the education
of their children’ (Congregation for Catholic Education 1982, 34). In this vein, it is
worth quoting the Code of Canon Law:

Parents must cooperate closely with the teachers of the schools to which they entrust
their children to be educated; moreover, teachers in fulfilling their duty are to collaborate
very closely with parents, who are to be heard willingly and for whom associations or
meetings are to be established and highly esteemed. (Law 1983, 796, 3; emphasis added)

I have highlighted the different words used in the Code, as the difference is instructive.
Parents are to cooperate (cooperentur) with school staff; school staff, however, are
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enjoined to collaborate (intime collaborent); there is no sense of a hierarchy here, but
rather an intimation of close, trusting working practices between the two parties.

The Catholic school advantage
One of the ways this option for the marginalised can be seen is in the general discus-
sion of the advantage students gain by attending a Catholic school. (See Fusco 2005
for a history of research on the advantages of attending a Catholic school).

For many years, authors have investigated the Catholic School Advantage (abbre-
viated the CSA), (Morgan 2001). Although there are discussions in the literature
about the nature and exact proportion of this advantage (Cardak and Vecci 2013;
Freeman and Berends 2016), there is still an overall agreement that attending a
faith based school in general (Jeynes 2005) and a Catholic school in particular, can
support the achievement of students, including minority urban young people
(Freeman and Berends 2016) and those experiencing poverty (Morgan 2001).
Fleming, Lavertu, and Crawford (2018) concluded that attending a Catholic high
school had beneficial effects on grade point averages for most students but that the
impact was greater (0.17 points higher than similar students in other schools) for
non-white students than for white students (0.9 points higher).

There are various explanations for the Catholic School Advantage (CSA), which
include a more academic curriculum, differences in enrolment, mutual trust between
families and schools, a culture of positive behaviour and high expectations of students
(Anguiano, Thomas, and Proehl 2020), parental choice, attracting students who have
the capability for high achievement, a culture of motivation and hard work, and an
emphasis on community (Freeman and Berends 2016). Many of these elements
also support familial engagement in both the life of the school itself and a more
wide-ranging engagement in learning. Morris (2010) suggests that in relation to
Catholic schools in England, one explanation for the higher percentages of pupils
who have good or excellent attitudes to schooling, may be ‘socio-cultural processes
connected with the nature of the institution’s ethos,’ which then impacts on the ‘edu-
cational stances’ adopted in the school (88). Overall, Freeman and Berends (2016),
sum up the situation stating, ‘ … the CAS persists, because Catholic schools are
more successful than public [meaning state] schools are educating students of differ-
ing social backgrounds’ (24).

One element which seems to support the Catholic school advantage is the commu-
nity nature of such schools. They are often closely and clearly embedded within a
parish or religious order, and one of the benefits of Catholic schools for young
people seems to be that they see teachers as community role models (Anguiano,
Thomas, and Proehl 2020).

Decades ago, Coleman proposed an explanation for the CSA which may be of
particular importance in relation to parental engagement. Coleman (1988) suggested
that for children and young people who might not otherwise achieve in the system, a
Catholic school, and in particular the community in and around such schools, might
supply the ‘social capital’ which the student might otherwise lack.

In bringing this argument to the present day, it is important to reframe it away
from a deficit view of the family or the individual student (e.g. that the student
‘lacks’ social capital) to a way of understanding the issue as a systemic one, in
which certain types of social and cultural capital are expected and valued over
others, by the schooling system as a whole, and the staff within that system
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(Cushing 2022; Garcia and Guerra 2004; Goodall 2019; Irizarry 2009; Salkind 2008;
Sharma 2018).

In analysing data from a national sample of school inspections, Morris (2010)
found that while Catholic primary schools were judged to have good relationships
with parents slightly more often than other schools, this gap widened significantly
in the secondary phase, with Catholic schools being 12% more likely to have excellent
or very good links with parents. As parental/school relationships are at the heart of an
effective partnership (Goodall 2017b), this might argue that Catholic schools should
find supporting parental engagement easier than other schools might do. The impor-
tance of this relationship has been clearly shown in Church documents, ‘The success
of the educational path depends primarily on the principle ofmutual cooperation, first
and foremost between parents and teachers’ (Congregation for Catholic Education
2022, 16). In working out how such relationships are to be structured, it is useful
to take into account three ideas. The first is the principle of subsidiarity in Catholic
Social Teaching; the second is the necessity of trust in such relationships, and the third
is the need to avoid a deficit conception of families.

Subsidiarity: the value of the home learning environment

The principle of subsidiarity is enshrined in Catholic Social Teaching (Aroney 2014;
McIlroy 2003). We read in Familiaris Consortio (John Paul II 1982, 23), that the prin-
ciple of subsidiarity must operate in relation to interactions with families as well as in
other spheres such as business and law. It is worth noting that the family, no matter
how large or small, constitutes a true ‘institution’ as understood by the principle of
subsidiarity, is attested in Catholic Social Teaching (Encyclical 1891). Church teach-
ing highlights the family as a natural and true ‘society’ (Encyclical 1891, 12) which, I
would suggest, must be considered as the first locus of learning, supported not only by
schools but any other organisation/institution which provides education.

Centissiumus Annus (John Paul II 1991, 48) points out that higher order commu-
nities should not take to themselves the functions of lower, or interfere with their
internal life, but should instead support lower order organisation as needed
(Aroney 2014). The pope’s writing about subsidiarity here is less forceful than one
of his predecessors, as Pius XI called it a ‘grave evil’ and ‘injustice’ for a larger organ-
isation to ‘arrogate to itself functions which can be performed efficiently by smaller
and lower bodies’ (Aroney 2014; Pius XI 1931, 79). This of course calls for judgement
on the part of ‘the higher organisation’ or, more accurately, those within that organ-
isation as to whether or not the smaller group is able to perform its functions effi-
ciently. If we take this at face value, then the school should not interfere in the
workings of the family, but rather offer support as needed.

When we look further back into Catholic teaching, Aroney (2014) points out that
Aquinas clearly understood that individuals might be members of several societies
which might be considered as nested one within, or at least, overlapping, with
another – a family, a guild, a state and a nation, for example. This is an important
element of the discussion of subsidiarity between the school and the family, as it high-
lights that these are not dichotomous institutions, but rather overlapping, connected
organisations, finding, in the case of the family and the school, the point of mutual
connection and contact as the learning of the young person.

However, there is another element of the concept of subsidiarity which must be
acknowledged – not only does the concept demand that ‘lower’ institutions retain
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an appropriate level of freedom, but it also requires that these lower institutions have
a right to support from higher bodies. To relate this to the topic in hand, not only
should families be free from unwarranted interference from schools, but families
also have every right to expect appropriate support from schools, (as well as parishes,
diocese, etc.), as ‘higher institutions’. The Congregation for Catholic Education has
called for ‘healthy cooperation’ between bodies at all levels in support of schools
(2022, 15). This would seem to suggest that families should be able to expect appro-
priate support to engage with young people’s learning. ‘Appropriate’ here would also
require knowledge of families on the part of school staff.

Importance of relationships: not institutions but communities

As far as Catholic schools are concerned, the conciliar declaration represents a turning
point, since, in line with the ecclesiology of Lumen Gentium [14], it considers the school
not so much as an institution but as a community. (Congregation for Catholic Education
2022, 16)
The school must be a community whose values are communicated through the interper-
sonal and sincere relationships of its members and through both individual and corpora-
tive adherence to the outlook on life that permeates the school. (The Sacred
Congregation for Catholic Education 1977, 31)

Parental engagement is nested within an intricate and intertwined web of influences
which act on children, family members and school staff. It has been argued
(Goodall 2017b) that schools need to be permeable – that is, that schools should
lack hard and fast borders in relation to the work of learning. This argument is
based on a rejection of learning (and education) being confined within schools, a
stance which is clearly in keeping with Church teaching on not only the value of
the family as the first educators of children but also as we have seen, with the
mandate for the Catholic school to be and to foster a community centred around
the good of the child.

While I have, so far, conceived of families and schools as institutions in relation to
the concept of subsidiarity, it is also entirely appropriate to consider them as commu-
nities, a concept which can be defined as a group who are bound by mutual social
relation, (rather than bounded for example by a physical locality) (Bradshaw 2008).
The social relation here centres around the child or young person; parents and
school staff may relate to the young person differently, but all relate to a desire for
the best outcome for that person.

Trust is the foundation of partnership working and is founded on, in this instance,
a mutual desire to support the learning of the young person they have in common.
This is ‘learning’ in the widest sense, to take in academic socialisation, faith and
social learning. This mutual trust is bi-or-multidirectional; parents trust school
staff to care for and educate their children, and indeed, are often said to ‘entrust’
their children to the care of the school and its staff. However, trust must also flow
from school staff to parents and families. In relation to families’ engagement in learn-
ing, this mutual trust requires school staff to understand and support parents’ inter-
actions with their children’s learning outside of school. Parents should be approached
by school staff as valuable partners in their students’ learning journeys.

It is precisely in recognising the primacy of parents in the learning and education
of their children that the imperative of the other elements arise. That is, in not only
understanding but embedding the concept of families as first educators, arises the
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necessity to therefore create the trusting relationships which are the foundation of
authentic community and partnerships, which then works toward the accomplish-
ment of social justice, within and without the confines of both school and family
(as both subsist within larger organisations, such as cities, states and nations). This
then returns us to the concept of parental engagement in learning rather than involve-
ment in schooling. This engagement requires school staff to work with (rather than
on, cf the concept suggested by Manzom (Manzon et al. 2015) above).

As noted above, the community element of Catholic schools may be one of the
factors which contributes to the value such schools appear to add to young
people’s learning. This is one of the ‘communities’ around the learner, a larger one,
composed of the bonds which exist between different groups, including school staff
and families, but also extending more widely to encompass for example, the parish
or other aligned groups.

Distance between intent and reality: schools and parental engagement

Research has frequently found a gap between the importance ascribed to parental
engagement with learning and the actions needed to support that engagement
Goodall et al. (2022a); (Hornby and Blackwell 2018; Hornby and Lafaele 2011;
Willemse et al. 2017, 2018). As long ago as 1994, Arthur pointed out that the
Church rhetoric around the importance of families in relation to Catholic
schools was often not worked out in practice (Arthur 1994). Although these
remarked were based on Catholic schools in England and Wales, further research
(Willemse et al. 2017, 2018) would suggest that the issue is more widespread.
This disjunction between intention and action is well-known in the realms of par-
ental engagement.

This discrepancy between what is mandated and what takes place may have a
number of explanations – I would suggest that any, or perhaps all of these may be
at work in any given school – they act as intertwined influences.

Scanlan (2008) suggests that there exists a ‘grammar of Catholic schooling’ which
might be interpreted simply as ‘the way things are done here’. This suggests that the
understanding of how things work in a given organisation functions in much the same
way as grammar does for language. Cyr, Weiner, and Woulfin (2022) suggest the term
‘logics’ to cover the same general idea – the underpinning assumptions and beliefs
that feed into not only action but the understandings on which those actions are
based. This grammar, or logic, or perhaps habitual way of doing things is not
perhaps an explanation for how the status quo, that is a distance between an appro-
priate valuing of and support for parental engagement with learning, and reality, has
come to be, but it is a very good explanation for why there has been a lack of change,
even as understandings of these concepts outside of schools have moved on (Goodall
et al. 2022a).

Scanlan argues that the grammar of Catholic schooling allows those working
within the system to ignore the disconnect between espoused and lived values
(Goodall et al. 2022a) – in Scanlan’s case, between Catholic social teaching and creep-
ing elitism in Catholic schools. In our case, this would refer to the discrepancy
between the declarations of the importance of parental engagement with learning
(on the part of the school staff) and the imperative to involve families in learning
(in Church documents) and the lived reality of the lack of partnership between
schools and families (Goodall 2017b).
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Scanlan (2008) also applies the Foucauldian concept of discourse (Foucault 1972)
which suggests that the very reality of ‘that which can be thought’ is to some extent at
least, dictated to individuals by the societies and cultures in which they live. This
would align to the Bronfenbrennian ecological concept of the influences around
the child (Boulanger 2019; Bronfenbrenner 1979, 1986); the ‘discourse’ within a
school will impact on staff who interact with both the child and their family.

An ecological view of parental engagement in Catholic schools
The ecological view of influences surrounding children proposed by Bronfenbrenner
(1986) provides a useful framework for understanding the interplay of these different
communities on children’s learning and development. Children and young people
(and indeed, all people) are ‘nested’ within concentric (and overlapping (Epstein
et al. 2002)) circles of influence, which begin with the individual and move outward
to encompass first (within Bronfenbrenner’s scheme) family, school church, health
support providers and peers. We may align these influences to the ‘forces’ which
Hiatt-Michael (2008) holds impact on parental engagement – families’ cultural
beliefs, their social structures and economic and political influences.

If we align this to the principles of subsidiarity, and the principles of Catholic
social teaching, we arrive at a slightly different diagram than usually accompanies
Bronfenbrenner’s thesis, with a greater number of circles, depicting the different
levels not only of influence on the child but also on the ‘order’ of the institutions
or communities involved. This conceptualisation would place the family in its own
circle, directly beyond that of the individual, as having as it were the next higher
‘order’ of influence, agency and authority over the individual of the first circle, as
depicted in Figure 1.

Also shown in this diagram are the additional elements: the influence of the
‘grammar’ of schools, and the impact that ‘street level bureaucrats’ (Weatherley
and Lipsky 1977) have on the everyday enactment of policy. While these ideas
might be presumed to be present, the diagram highlights the impact that these

Figure 1. Ecological view of family-school partnerships.
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elements have in relation to parental engagement in learning, and the support that
schools are able to offer to this engagement.

It is important to note, as pointed out by Manzon et al. (2015) that these circles
around the child are all linked and are impacted by ‘reciprocal influences’ operating
on all levels (p.12). From our point of view, this reinforces the notion that schools and
families do not operate independently of one another (even if it would appear that
they do so in some instances), as the child or young person who is impacted by
their influences, will always remain as a point of contact and connection. Manzon
et al. (2015) also point out that these interactions between groups show a shared
responsibility between/among them for the development of the young person. This
again aligns to the concept of subsidiarity which calls for an appropriate interplay
between organisations, with the higher offering support to the lower as needed.
Indeed, a more accurate representation of these influences would require three dimen-
sional globes interacting with each other.

The diagram also contains an arrow representing the temporal element involved
in how these influences around the child play out. Parental engagement in learning
changes as young people grow up, not only in relation to the subject matter learning
but also because of the changes in the child themselves, such as growing independence
and individual agency, and the resulting changes in the relationships between the
child and the parties involved (Jeynes 2014).

Another element highlighted in the diagrams is that policy is often created at a
distance from those who will put that policy into practice; it might be difficult, for
example, to imagine a wider difference in experience and circumstance than that
between the workings of the second Vatican Council and an inner city Catholic
school teachers. Policies, however well intentioned, need to be put into practice
by those on the ground (indeed, aptly described as ‘practitioners’); the term
‘street level bureaucrats’ has been suggested as an appropriate term for those who
daily make policy into practice (Weatherley and Lipsky 1977) thus, while the
Council fathers of members of a sacred Congregation may decree that Catholic
schools should embody and foster community, it is the individual school leaders,
staff and families who must actually create and nurture those communities on a
daily basis.

Ressler (2020) points out that parental engagement programmes in the past have
concentrated on parents, seeing them as individual actors, who are entirely respon-
sible for their engagement with learning (or lack of it) – this can lead to what Dahl-
stedt and Fejes (2014) have termed the ‘responsiblisation of parents’, seeing parents as
solely responsible for their children’s outcomes. Ressler points out that this view dis-
misses the influence of ‘overlapping ecological contexts that surround the family,
school and community’ (pg. 4). The diagram offered in Figure 1 attempts to fill
this lacuna. Research on Catholic schools often seems to focus on parental involve-
ment which is school based, and school focused, rather than on parental engagement
with learning, which is focused on the learning of the young person (Vera et al. 2017).
Instead, interventions, events, and work overall to support parental engagement in
learning must take into account the views and actions of all the actors involved:
parents, school staff and the young people, themselves (Goodall 2022).

Acknowledging the primacy of the family in children’s learning should not lead to
deficit judgements of parents by school staff, as can sometimes be the case (Eick and
Ryan 2014). The support due to the ‘lower’ institution from the ‘higher’ must always
be acknowledged and enacted by schools in relation to families (and, of course, by
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larger systems such as local authorities, districts, and dioceses in relation to families
and toward the individual school).

Yet in enacting these policies (which were themselves impacted by external influ-
ences in that creation), staff and families are working within all the influences shown
on the diagram (and arguably a great many more, as each situation will have a unique
combination of influences). Proclamation of policy is far easier than enactment.

Avoiding deficit views of families

While there is not room here for an in-depth treatment of the basis for and impact of
deficit views of the family (Baum and Swick 2008; Berkowitz et al. 2017; Gorski 2008,
2016, 2012), the fact that staff may hold such beliefs seems well-established in the lit-
erature. Deficit views often seem to arise from a difference in backgrounds and social
and cultural capital between families and teachers; they may be pertinent in schools
which serve marginalised communities (Baum and Swick 2008; Bryan et al. 2021),
which, as we have seen, can form part of Catholic schools’ proper response to the
option for the poor.

Further, we have seen that this concept of subsidiarity calls for judgement, par-
ticularly of the ‘higher’ or larger group (the school) that the ‘lower’ or smaller
groups (the family) is able to fulfil its obligations in regard to any joint action
(such as the education of young people). Deficit views of families, which underesti-
mate the value that parents and other can bring to young people’s learning (and
indeed, schooling) are likely to undermine the possibility of true partnerships
between families and schools, as staff may not acknowledge, or give due weight to,
the value that parents and families can bring to young people’s learning.

The value of the family as the first and best teachers of their children is enshrined
in Church teaching and canon law – this should, logically speaking, negate any possi-
bility of a deficit view of parents/parental engagement in Catholic schools. Yet this
deficit view clearly continues to exist (Eick and Ryan 2014). This is hardly surprising;
schools, including Catholic schools, are enmeshed in the societies within which they
operate, even as such schools are called to challenge that society and its values.

Moving forward: a need for training

If the ‘grammar’ and ‘discourse’ of a given school – or indeed, given school system
(Harris and Jones 2019) is one of school focused parental involvement, and of deficit
discourses around parents in general, it will be very difficult (but not impossible) for
staff and indeed families to imagine how things could be different.3 School staff and
the families they support need to operate in the real, rather than an idealised world.

Eick and Ryan (2014) have highlighted the particular disparity between the multi-
cultural nature of many Catholic schools and the educational experience, background
and indeed, comfort zone of preservice teachers in their teaching preparation pro-
gramme. Research has consistently shown the propensity of involved parents in
schools (if not in learning) to mirror the social and cultural capital of school staff
(Anderson and Minke 2007; Berkowitz et al. 2017). Eick and Ryan sound a call for
‘teacher Education programmes at Catholic institutions’ to ‘help pre-service teachers
to develop a critical social consciousness informed by Catholic social teaching (27).

I would suggest that this critical consciousness must be expanded to (if not
founded upon) an understanding of the value and place of the family in relation to
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the learning of young people. Movements toward amore appropriate relationship
between staff and families in Catholic schools must not only reference but rely
upon concepts such as Freire’s critical pedagogy (Freire 1970), which prompts tea-
chers to consider (and challenge) the structures of power in the systems within
which they work. These elements of power play out very often in the relationships
between school staff and families (Berkowitz et al. 2017; Bryan et al. 2021; Child-
ers-McKee and Hytten 2015) allowing the system to keep parents at a distance
and, in defiance of the principle of subsidiarity, abrogate to themselves that which
rightly belongs to the family as a ‘lower’ institution.

Research has consistently shown an appetite among teachers for more training
and support around parents’ engagement in learning (cf Goodall et al. 2022b); if
we wish to support staff in Catholic schools to carry out the mandates of CST
within their own settings, we must give them the knowledge, experience and expertise
to do so.
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Notes
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