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PURPOSE 

1. As Children’s Commissioner, I have a statutory responsibility to advocate for children’s 

interests, rights and welfare, and to report on any matter that relates to the welfare of 

children1. Education is a key area of interest for me because of its major effect on children’s 

welfare, both now and in their futures. 

2. Not all children and young people in New Zealand are achieving their educational potential. 

We have a long-standing pattern whereby educational achievement is closely correlated with 

ethnicity and socio-economic status (SES). Improving our education system so that it supports 

all our children and young people is important.  

3. However we need to think broadly about how we can help all our children and young people 

to reach their potential, including thinking outside of institutional frameworks. When we do 

this, we see that an area deserving further attention is the impact parents, caregivers, families 

and whānau can have on learning and education success.  

4. This paper consolidates the evidence about the impact that parents, caregivers, families and 

whānau can have on children and young people’s learning and education success, and 

provides a rationale for greater focus and support in this area. I acknowledge my Principal 

Advisor, Kirsten Sharman, for her work on this paper. 

5. A note on terms: by ‘educational success’, I mean children and young people achieving their 

potential. By ‘parent’, I mean any adult who has a caregiving relationship with a child or a 

young person. 

INTRODUCTION 

6. Both formal education settings (like early childhood education (ECE) services and schools) and 

the broader environments in which children and young people live and learn (like homes and 

communities) are important for their educational success. Because of the complementary 

nature of these environments, there is little to be gained from debating which is more 

important. The evidence is clear that quality teaching and leadership in ECE and schools and 

good relationships between schools, homes, teachers and students can have positive 
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impacts2. This paper shows that simple things like adults talking, playing, singing and reading 

to young children at home and in the community can also have positive effects. 

7. This paper provides a rationale for greater focus on supporting homes, parents, caregivers, 

family and whānau, including evidence on why home environments matter and why focusing 

solely on ECE and schooling will not be enough to ensure that all children and young people 

succeed. The specific role of parents and caregivers will be explored, including their 

characteristics, behaviours and investments in their children, and their attitudes and values. 

The findings discussed are taken from very large-scale and often international studies. This 

paper will place them in context, and wherever possible, use New Zealand-specific findings. 

8. This paper does not review specific interventions or programmes and does not provide 

specific policy recommendations.  Instead it describes the parenting behaviours and attitudes 

that have major impacts on developmental and educational outcomes.  We hope that this 

evidence will be useful to those designing interventions and policies to promote children’s 

learning, development and educational success. Such policies should be multi-faceted and 

address (for example) poverty reduction, social services and community development, and 

health and education promotion.  

BACKGROUNDS MATTER 

9. Socio-economic status (SES) is a measure of social and economic factors. In research, students 

are typically assigned to low-high SES groupings according to their level of household income 

and their parents’ educational qualifications.  SES backgrounds matter to childhood as well as 

adult outcomes. It is well evidenced that children and young people who have less (i.e. those 

from lower SES backgrounds) tend to do worse. The educationalist Helen Ladd writes that: 

“… Study after study has demonstrated that children from disadvantaged 
households perform less well in school on average than those from more 
advantaged households. This empirical relationship shows up in studies using 
observations at the levels of the individual student, the school, the district, the 
state, the country3.” 

  

                                                           
2
 Mitchell et al (2008), Nasim (2010), Alton-Lee (2003), Robinson et al (2009), Bishop et al (2009), Biddulph et 

al (2003). Mitchell et al reviews the outcomes of early childhood education and finds participation in high 
quality ECE to be a significant contributor to increased educational success. Nasim finds good teacher-child 
relations at 14 to be associated with academic progress, and a worsening relationship with reduced outcomes. 
Alton-Lee finds quality teaching a key influence on high quality outcomes for diverse students, and estimates 
around 60 percent of variance in student performance is attributable to differences between teachers and 
classes, but only around 20 percent or less of variance attributable to school level variables. Bishop et al is an 
output from a larger project, Te Kotahitanga, which found the relationship between teacher and student to be 
of crucial importance for Māori learners and that good teaching includes integrating cultural identity, rejecting 
deficit theorising, and taking responsibility for children’s learning and understanding. Robinson et al finds 
when pedagogical leaders promote or participate in quality professional development in the school, the 
impact of teaching over all classes in the school can more than double. Biddulph et al find that effective 
home/school partnerships can significantly improve educational outcomes. 
3
 Ladd (2011) p 2; also see Dickerson & Popli (2012). 
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10. In New Zealand, this effect is seen in the Competent Children, Competent Learners longitudinal 

study, which began following 500 four year olds in 1993/4, of which 400 remained in the study 

at age 20. The study recently found that those without a school qualification at age 20 were 

more likely to have been in low-income homes or homes in financial difficulty at ages five and 

14, and more likely to have mothers who had also left school without a qualification4.  

11. The OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) study showed that, when 

compared with 33 other OECD member countries in 2009, New Zealand had one of the largest 

differences in reading performance between low and high achievers. The relationship 

between SES and New Zealand’s 15 year olds’ reading performance was much stronger than 

the OECD average.  

12. In 2011, 89 percent of school leavers from decile 9 and 10 schools had achieved NCEA level 2 

or above, but only 57 percent of leavers from decile 1 and 2 schools5. This pattern starts well 

before the high school years6. 

13. SES is not destiny, and what is true for groups is not necessarily true for individuals. Some 

children and young people from low SES backgrounds succeed in education. The Competent 

Children, Competent Learners report at age 20 found that “what teachers and parents do, 

their interaction with students and opportunities they provide children and early adolescents, 

do matter”7. This was consistent with the study’s earlier reports8. A report of one United 

Kingdom longitudinal study went so far as to state that its findings showed that “what parents 

do is more important than who parents are”9.  

14. Ethnicity and SES often appear closely linked. In New Zealand, Māori and Pasifika people are 

more likely to have lower SES, and Pākehā people to have higher SES. This is not because it is 

an inherent disadvantage or advantage to be part of a particular ethnic group, but because of 

the structurally inequitable distribution of income and education across our population. 

Having low levels of material resources and social capital is likely to be challenging for people 

from any ethnic group. Just over half of Māori school leavers in 2011 had achieved level 2 

NCEA or above, less than the rate of either Pasifika or Pākehā.10 

  

                                                           
4
 Wylie & Hodgen (2011). p 38. The Competent Children, Competent Learners study undersampled low SES 

children and was not designed as a nationally representative sample. However it still provides robust, 
longitudinal and local data that is valuable for policy making. 
5
 http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/indicators/main/education-and-learning-outcomes/1781. Decile one 

schools are the 10 percent of schools with the highest proportion of students from low socio-economic 
communities, whereas decile ten school have the lowest. Decile ratings are assigned by the Ministry of 
Education based on census data. 
6
 See for example http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/indicators/main/education-and-learning-

outcomes/748 and http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/indicators/data/education-and-learning-
outcomes/3624 
7
 Wylie & Hodgen (2011). p2 

8
 Wylie & Hipkins (2006). 

9
 Sylva et al (2004). Quote taken from p 1 of the associated Research Brief.  

10
 http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/indicators/main/education-and-learning-outcomes/1781. Decile one 

schools are the 10 percent of schools with the highest proportion of students from low socio-economic 
communities, whereas decile ten school have the lowest. Decile ratings are assigned by the Ministry of 
Education based on census data. 
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15. Overall, it seems that we face a range of challenges to improve equity between children and 

young people from different backgrounds, but that we have some areas of strength we can 

build on. PISA tells us that New Zealand has: 

 higher than average proportions of ‘resilient’ students (those who did better than 

predicted by their SES)  

 a relatively inclusive system (typically, students with a range of abilities are enrolled 

in our schools) 

 high levels of engagement in early literacy (as measured by parents’ reports of their 

involvement in early home-based reading literacy activities)11.  

16. Addressing the root causes of disadvantage is preferable to working out how to mitigate it. 

However, protective and remedial policies can and should be developed simultaneously. 

Finding out more about the mechanisms or pathways of change, and putting this information 

into practice are therefore important tasks for educational researchers and policy makers.   

WHY FOCUS ON HOME, PARENTS, FAMILY AND WHĀNAU? 

17. Most children and young people spend less than half their time in formal education settings. 

They spend the majority of their time in their homes, with families and whānau, and in their 

communities. Parents and whānau are generally among their most stable influences, and 

“children’s early development depends on the health and well-being of their parents12”. 

18. Hattie’s 2009 synthesis of 800 meta-analyses related to educational success found the effect 

of the ‘home environment’ to be larger than inputs such as school and class size, and even 

quality of teaching13. Other research confirms this. To take one example, a Canadian study of 

30,000 15 year olds found that student characteristics and family backgrounds were much 

more related to reading skill than were schooling characteristics. ‘Non-school factors’ 

accounted for over a third of the variance in reading achievement scores, while ‘school 

factors’ only accounted for a tiny amount14.  

19. The impact of quality ECE on children’s later educational success is also very impressive. 

Mitchell (2008) provides information and analysis of the outcomes of ECE for readers seeking 

detailed evidence. Because of its known benefit, there is currently a strong focus on improving 

access to quality ECE, particularly for Māori and Pasifika children and those from lower SES 

backgrounds. This focus is positive. 

20. A recent meta-analysis of 123 programmes found that participation in quality ECE can produce 

positive cognitive effects of the order of half the achievement gap between poor and non-

poor children to the end of high school15. This is similar to the size of the effects found by 

other research when children started school: 

                                                           
11

 OECD (2009) 
12

 Shonkoff & Phillips (2000) p 7 
13

 Hattie (2009) Appendix B 
14

 Frempong et al (2006) p 25. “Non-school factors” were female, non-immigrant, high SES, enjoyment of 
reading, student education expectation and family characteristics. These factors were found to be “equally 
important in accounting for original variation in reading achievement”. 
15

 Camilli et al (2010) reported in Barnett (2013) 
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“…multiple meta-analyses conducted over the past 25 years have found pre-school 
education to produce an average immediate effect of about half (0.5) a standard 
deviation on cognitive development. This is the equivalent of 7 or 8 points on an IQ 
test or a move from the 30th to the 50th percentile for achievement test scores. 
For social and emotional domains, estimated effects have been somewhat smaller 
but still practically meaningful, averaging about 0.33 standard deviations. To put 
these gains in perspective, it’s important to realise that on many measures, a half 
standard deviation is enough to reduce by half the school-readiness gap between 
children in poverty and the national average16.”  

These findings, taken together, align with other evidence17 that the effects of quality ECE can 

persist over time. 

21. Attitudinal competencies and learning dispositions are also increased by participation in 

quality ECE and have repeatedly been found to be extremely important to outcomes 18. 

22. Quality ECE benefits all children, so to address the needs of disadvantaged children, there is 

evidence that more service intensity (in terms of quality and duration) is needed to close the 

gap between them and their more advantaged peers19. 

23. Effects relating to the interaction between home and ECE experiences also need to be 

considered. The main study to look at this interaction, the United Kingdom Effective Provision 

of Pre-school Education (EPPE) study, found that the children doing best in both cognitive and 

socio-behavioural domains, in both year six20 and year nine21, had experienced both a high-

quality early years home learning environment (HLE) and a highly effective ECE service. This 

finding has important implications for policy as it suggests that greater returns on the 

approximately $1.5 billion Crown ECE expenditure could potentially be achieved by also 

focusing on home environments. 

24. Simply put, participating in quality ECE will close some of the gap between more- and less-

advantaged children. Improving both the home learning environments and rates of 

participation in quality ECE by disadvantaged children is likely to improve their outcomes 

more than focussing on either area on its own.  

25. The gains from improving parent and whānau supports are not limited to learning outcomes 

for the individual child. Effective parent and whānau engagement in children’s learning has 

the potential to improve systemic provision by providing opportunities for ECE services, 

schools, and Government to learn more about what works in different communities. 

                                                           
16

 Barnett (2008). An argument can be made that New Zealand ECE is more effective than the kind of ECE 
found overseas, and there is some evidence to support this. The PISA study found that the average score point 
difference that could be considered as resulting from pre-primary education was higher for New Zealand 
students than the OECD (after accounting for SES status). See OECD (2010) Vol II Figure II.5.9 p 97. Note that 
the students in PISA were 15 years old and therefore experienced ECE at least ten years ago, at which time ECE 
in New Zealand may have been lower quality than it is now owing to its lower proportion of qualified and 
registered teachers. However despite this I am not convinced that New Zealand ECE can close the attainment 
gap on its own. 
17

 Mitchell et al (2008). 
18

 Mitchell et al (2008), Wylie & Hodgen (2011).  
19

 Green & Mostafa (2011), Mitchell et al (2008). Sylva et al (2012) found that multiply-disadvantaged children 
benefitted most from the highest quality ECE. 
20

 Sylva et al (2008). 
21

 Sylva et al (2012). 
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26. It is possible for Government to arrange policy settings for the education system so that it 

does more. For example, Shonkoff & Phillips (2000) report that early years programmes that 

“combine child-focused educational activities with explicit attention to parent-child 

interaction patterns and relationship building appear to have the greatest impacts22”. 

Therefore a likely useful approach would be to provide disadvantaged children with services 

that include out-of-home ECE, home visiting and parent support, such as the Abecedarian 

model programme23. In New Zealand, however, these components are generally separated 

and disadvantaged children do not necessarily access them all, or all simultaneously. 

Extending the 20 Hours ECE provision currently available for over-three year olds to 

disadvantaged two year olds could also help.  

27. In schooling, we could consider providing more educational school holiday programmes, 

changing teacher education, or extending the school day. Many things are possible (and do-

able), depending on political and social priorities and preferences. However, this paper 

provides evidence that focussing only on the formal education system misses opportunities to 

better respond to the challenge before us.  Yes, for Māori, Pasifika and low SES children and 

young people in particular, the education system could, and should, be improved but it is not 

the only lever that should be attended to.  

28. The rest of this paper looks at what parents, families, whānau and communities can 

contribute to their children’s learning and how they can be better supported.  

29. My key message is that parents, caregivers, families, whānau and communities can make a 

big, positive, difference to children’s learning and education success, whatever their resources 

and circumstances, and that systems and policies can make their job either easier or more 

difficult.  

UNDERSTANDING THE CONTRIBUTION OF PARENTS AND WHĀNAU TO LEARNING 

30. Discussion of the elements of parents’, families’ and whānau contributions to children’s 

learning follows under three headings:  

1. parent circumstances  

2. parent attitudes and values 

3. parent investments and behaviours. 

31. The paper’s focus is on the elements most amenable to change in the short to medium term, 

and that can overcome disadvantage by conferring protective benefits or improving children’s 

and young people’s resilience.   

PARENT CIRCUMSTANCES 

32. Some parent circumstances, especially having a high level of education and income prior to 

becoming a parent, and in the child’s early years, are highly correlated with the child’s success 

in all domains. A good example of their impact is this finding from the Competent Children, 

Competent Learners report at age 20: 

 
                                                           
22

 Shonkoff & Phillips (2000). p 11. 
23

 ECE Taskforce (2011). Brooks-Gunn et al (2005). 
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“ …Those without a school qualification constituted seven percent of the study 

age-20 sample, yet they were well overrepresented among those whose family 

financial situation had been difficult at age 14 (they constituted 23% of this 

group), or who had had low family income when they were aged near-5. They 

were also overrepresented among those whose mothers had also left school 

without a qualification (they constituted 14% of this group), and among Māori or 

Pasifika (constituting 14% of this group)24.” 

33. As mentioned, SES categorisation usually includes measures of both household income levels 

and parents’ education levels. These factors have separate, large, effects on children’s 

outcomes. There is extensive evidence that low income, especially if persistent or experienced 

in the early years, has a negative effect on cognitive development25. There is also literature on 

the mechanisms by which low income affects child development, including home environment 

and parent behaviours (e.g. ability to provide cognitive stimulation and levels of mental 

distress)26. It is also well-evidenced that a mother’s education has a strong impact on 

children’s educational success and cognitive development27, and a number of studies have 

found parental education levels to have stronger effects on educational outcomes than direct 

income effects28.  

34. This is a complex area because of the inter-relationship between income and education. It is 

sufficient to note that both income and parental education levels are very important for 

children’s outcomes, especially in the early years. Level of education makes a major 

contribution to a person’s income29, so emphasising the distinction between the two may 

seem pedantic. However it becomes pertinent when policies and actions are being developed 

to address poverty and educational disadvantage, because it indicates that simply addressing 

either income or parents’ education levels would be unlikely to fully and permanently close 

the gap in educational outcomes between advantaged and disadvantaged children and young 

people.  

35. The impacts of circumstances on parenting are important, but effectively changing them is a 

medium- to long-term task. There is also good evidence that parents’ behaviours and attitudes 

are very powerful, and these are not necessarily linked to their circumstances and 

backgrounds30.  

                                                           
24

 Wylie & Hodgen (2011). p 38. 
25

 Linver et al (2004) and Dickerson & Popli (2012) summarise this. 
26

 Gregg et al (2007), Berger et al (2009), Dickerson & Popli (2012). 
27

 Dickerson & Popli (2012). 
28

 Wylie & Hipkins (2006), Nasim (2010), Wylie & Hodgen (2011), Sylva et al (2012). 
29

 Kruger & Lindahl (2001), Nasim (2010.) 
30

 Sylva et al (2004) found that what parents do matters more than who they are. Similarly, Berger et al (2009), 
using a different country’s longitudinal data set and looking at 3 year olds, found that “if measured well, the 
home environment can fully explain the difference in outcomes between low-income and higher-income 
children” (p 988). Note that this is not an uncontroversial point. Dickerson & Popli (2012), using data from a 
longitudinal study in the same country as Sylva et al’s study, found that although positive (and negative) 
parenting activities like reading (and shouting) had effects, they were not as large as the effects of poverty and 
maternal education. 
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PARENT ATTITUDES AND VALUES 

36. Parents’ attitudes to their children’s likely educational success have consistently been found 

to be very powerful. A New Zealand synthesis found that “regardless of ethnic or SES 

background, families with high levels of educational expectations have the most positive 

effects on their children’s achievement at senior school levels.”31  

37. The Progress in International Reading Literacy (PIRLS) study32 also found that the average 

reading score of students with parents who reported that they expected their child to gain a 

tertiary educational qualification was significantly higher than their peers whose parents 

considered their child would not achieve this level of educational success. This is an important 

finding, both because of its size and is apparent persistence33. PISA found that students whose 

parents reported valuing reading themselves had significantly better scores compared to their 

peers34.  

38. The Competent Children, Competent Learners study found that students who were high 

performers at age 14 despite early low income were twice as likely to have had parents who 

reported expectations that their eight year olds would attend university in the future35. 

Another study found that, with regard to reading success, “family resources, possessions and 

activities are much less important than expectations, supports and interests”36. 

39. Expectations and beliefs run in both directions. Telford (2012) writes that  

“… It is essential that parent/whānau involvement be a positive experience: it is 
important that parents and whānau hold positive beliefs about their child’s 
potential, and that their child’s skill and motivational development are nurtured 
and enabled. If parents and whānau hold negative beliefs and their involvement is 
control-based and person-focused, home involvement is likely to have a 
detrimental effect on children’s learning37.” 

40. The importance of their own attitudes to educational success of young adults - former 

children and future parents - is also evidenced. A United Kingdom study found that increases 

in 14 year olds’ beliefs in their own abilities were associated with increases in their 

educational success at 1638.  

PARENT INVESTMENTS AND BEHAVIOURS 

41. Parents and whānau make a wide range of investments in their children, including material 

possessions and social capital. A normal birth weight is important39, as is being kept safe, 

housed, and fed. Investments in some other material possessions also have impacts: for 

example, the number of books in the home has been associated with educational outcomes 

numerous times40.  

                                                           
31

 Biddulph et al (2003). p iv 
32

 International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (2012). 
33

 International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (2012). p 117. 
34

 Telford (2012).  
35

 Wylie & Hipkins (2006). 
36

 Frempong et al (2003). p 27. 
37

 Telford (2012). p 13. 
38

 Nasim (2010). 
39

 Hattie (2009). 
40

 International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (2012), Nasim (2010). 
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42. The choice to access quality ECE is a parental behaviour or investment and it is one that the 

majority of parents in New Zealand make. There is a definite and long-standing pattern where 

Māori, Pasifika and children from lower SES backgrounds participate in ECE at lower rates41.  

43. Parenting style is also important. A lot of research has been done using Baumrind’s typology 

of parenting styles: authoritarian, authoritative, permissive, and uninvolved42. Authoritative 

parenting, which sets rules and boundaries, but is supportive, warm and responsive, is 

consistently associated with better development and educational achievement43. Part of 

parenting is the provision of an environment in which learning can occur: an early learning 

environment. This term refers to the environment in which all learning experiences in the 

years from birth to eight happen. It therefore encompasses both formal education and the 

informal learning experiences that happen in the home environment and with family, whānau 

and community.  

44. The quality of the home environment and the level of cognitive stimulation children receive 

especially in their early years have been studied repeatedly and found to be important: 

“Dozens of studies in the US, Australia, Canada, England and elsewhere show 
that the home environment powerfully influences what children and youth learn 
within and outside school. This environment is considerably more powerful than 
the parents’ income and education in influencing what children learn in the first six 
years of life and during the 12 years of primary and secondary education.44” 

45. The Effective Provision of Preschool Education (EPPE) longitudinal study45 developed an index 

to measure the quality of the home learning environment (HLE). This term is used here to 

refer specifically to the interactions between parents and children that lead to learning. The 

index consisted of:  

 reading together  

 teaching songs and nursery rhymes  

 painting and drawing  

 playing with letters and numbers  

 visiting the library  

 teaching the alphabet and numbers 

 taking children on visits and creating regular opportunities for them to play with 

their friends at home. 

46. The study found that the HLE was an important predictor of education success. Importantly, 

the study (reporting when the children were age 11) found that: 

“…while other family factors such as parents’ education and SES are also 
important, the extent of the early years HLE exerts a greater and independent 
influence on educational attainment…the early years HLE is only moderately 
associated with SES and parents’ educational levels, indicating that low SES homes 

                                                           
41

 See http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/indicators/main/student-engagement-participation/1923 for 
more information 
42

 Baumrind (1967). 
43

 O’Connor et al (2007).  
44

 Wahlberg (1999), cited in Biddulph et al (2003), p 143. 
45

 Sylva et al (2008). 
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sometimes score highly and, conversely, high SES homes sometimes score 
poorly…46.”  

47. This effect seems long-lasting: the study findings when the children aged 14 found those who 

had experienced a high HLE were between 1 and 1.3 curriculum levels (in different school 

subjects) ahead of those who had experienced a low HLE, and were rated more positively on 

socio-behavioural outcomes by their teachers47.  

48. The PIRLS study48 uses an early literacy activities scale, consisting of the following items: 

 reading books 

 telling stories 

 singing songs 

 playing with alphabet toys 

 talking about things done 

 talking about things read 

 playing word games 

 writing letters or words 

 reading aloud signs and labels. 

49. Students whose parents reported they had often participated in these types of activities with 

their child before they began school achieved a significantly better reading results than 

students whose parents never or almost never did. This positive effect of participating in early 

home-based literacy activities was also found in previous PIRLS phases. 

50. The PISA study uses a similar early literacy scale as PIRLS, but looks at older students. PISA 

found that not only does parents’ engagement in educational activities with their children just 

as they start school show a strong relationship to 15 year old reading performance, but the 

type of activity matters. Students whose parents reported they ‘frequently talked about things 

they had done, wrote letters and words, and read signs and labels aloud’ had an increase in 

reading performance that was almost equivalent to a year of schooling.  Being read to at least 

once a week was even more powerful in terms of score points at well over a year’s 

equivalent49. 

51. Even after accounting for SES, the average score advantage for students who were regularly 

read to was more than equivalent to one year of schooling. The effect is not only seen at 

young ages – parents having discussions with their 15 year olds about topical issues was also 

found to be related to better performance in PISA50.  

52. There are also similar findings about the importance of spoken language. A major United 

States study51 found significant differences in the amount of talk one to three year olds heard. 

Some parents spent 40 minutes out of 60 interacting with their children, and others 15. Some 

said more than 3,000 words per hour and others less than 500. The researchers found that 

                                                           
46

 Sylva et al (2008). p 22. 
47

 Sylva et al (2012). p 29 & p 49. 
48

 International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (2012). 
49

 Telford (2012). p 12. 
50

 OECD (2012).  
51

 Hart & Risely (1995).  
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exposure to language was linked to the children’s language and cognitive development at age 

three, and their language use at age three predicted language skill (including reading) at age 

nine/ten.  

53. The importance of parents’ behaviours is seen in longitudinal data as well. Berger et al’s 

(2009) analysis52 of the United States Fragile Families dataset found that the quality of the 

home environment (measured by 17 variables including parenting, maternal mental health 

and the physical environment) could explain the difference in achievement between low- and 

high-income children. Dickerson and Popli’s (2004) analysis 53  of the United Kingdom 

Millennium Study dataset found that the inclusion of parenting variables reduced (although 

not completely) the impact of low income on children’s outcomes.  

54. There is also research on how parenting can mitigate the effects of low income. Linver et al 

analysed two large American data sets (Infant Health and Development Program and Panel 

Study of Income Dynamics – Child Development Supplement. They hypothesised that low 

income has an effect through two different channels: the parent investment model (resources 

allow parents to invest in their children) and the family stress model (low levels of resources 

cause stress that reduces the quality of parenting). They found that parenting practices could 

help reduce the known negative effect of low income on behaviour, and a stimulating home 

environment can reduce the known negative effect of low income on both behaviour and 

achievement54. 

55. Parental engagement in learning is also known to be extremely powerful, especially when 

parents and teachers work together in partnership for the express purpose of suporting a 

child’s learning, and when parents actively support their child’s learning at home. Parental 

involvement in activities that take place in schools and ECE services, but are not directly linked 

to their child’s learning, is less effective (although still potentially of value)55.   

56. An evaluation by the Education Review Office (ERO)56 of parent engagement in New Zealand 

schools summarised the international literature as follows: 

 Effective partnerships between parents, whānau and families, communities, 
and schools lead to improved educational, social, and behavioural outcomes. 

 The most effective partnerships are where all parties construct and share 
common visions and goals. 

 Programmes that engage whānau and families in supporting learning at home 
are linked to higher student achievement. 

 Parents, whānau and families initially become involved in activities that 
directly affect their own children but can be drawn into wider school activities. 

 Parents from economically disadvantaged and/or ethnic minority groups are 
the least likely to become involved in school activities. 

                                                           
52

 Berger et al (2009) 
53

 Dickerson & Popli (2012) 
54

 Linver et al (2004) p 34 
55
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 The extent to which parents become involved is influenced by their own 
schooling experiences and their perception of the school’s culture and 
willingness to accept their contributions non-judgementally57. 

57. Engagement is important in both the pre-school and school years. A recent small New Zealand 

study found that children who participated in ‘parent mentoring playgroups’ prior to starting 

school did better on literacy measures at age six than did comparison children who 

participated in other types of ECE or who had no ECE experience. (No difference in literacy 

was found at age five, and no effects for numeracy were found).   

58. The playgroups were held on school premises; required parents to attend with their children; 

fostered a positive relationship between parents and the school; provided a structured 

learning environment with a focus on school readiness; and provided information and 

resources for parents to support their child’s learning at home.  

59. The literacy finding was statistically significant at age six, but not at age seven58. However 

given findings of the Competent Children, Competent Learners study59 that the first year of 

school appears to be particularly important for children from low income homes, this finding 

has implications for policy.  

60. Longitudinal research has also found that parental engagement in primary school is correlated 

with children’s lower high-school dropout rates60.  This is important because every additional 

year spent in high school increases the young person’s later income61.  

61. ERO’s evaluation of New Zealand practice found that 

“… Where schools were engaging with parents and communities, it was not just 
the actions taken but the spirit in which they acted that influenced the quality and 
success of this engagement. Six key factors emerged from this evaluation that 
underpinned effective engagement:  

 Leadership  

 Relationships in the school community  

 School culture  

 Partnerships with parents and families  

 Community networks  

 Communication” 

62. Parents from all SES backgrounds can behave in the ways described in this section.  However 

the policy and social environment in which they live can make these behaviours easier, or 

more difficult; more likely, or less likely. High-level policy settings clearly have a role in 

creating an environment within which parents, families, whānau and communities can 

function optimally.  The way ECE services and schools work with families is also important. 
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SUPPORTING THE CONTRIBUTION OF PARENTS, FAMILIES AND WHĀNAU  

63. Supporting all parents to act in ways that improve their children’s learning should be a key 

goal of communities and government. An increased focus is needed to best determine how 

we might generate better outcomes for children and young people by supporting positive 

parental behaviours, attitudes and values.  

64. A reasonable approach would start early in the life of the child; be strengths-based and 

recognise the expertise of parents and whānau; build on what is already known to work; and 

maintain a consistent focus over time. 

START EARLY  

65. Effective approaches should focus first on the parents of the youngest children. 

Neurobiological evidence62 and human capital theory63 both show that the early years are 

very important for establishing future developmental potential, and provide a framework for 

the wealth of evidence discussed above. While this potential is not fixed, a basic principle of 

early intervention is that it becomes more difficult to effect a desired state as the child, or 

situation, ages64. Childhood competencies affect later educational outcomes and adult 

competences65. In New Zealand, the Competent Children, Competent Learners study found a 

reasonable level of consistency on most cognitive competencies measured between the ages 

of 8 and 1666. 

66. Elements of this approach would address a range of perinatal and early years opportunities to 

strengthen parental engagement in learning and support a positive home learning 

environment, including efforts to improve attachment, address parental (especially maternal) 

mental health issues, and encourage parents to talk, sing and read to babies.  

WORK WITH FAMILIES AND WHĀNAU AS EXPERTS 

67. Raising children is primarily the responsibility of parents and families. Focussing policy on 

what happens in homes can be an opportunity to improve educational outcomes, if it is done 

in partnership and in ways that build on families’ strengths and knowledge, and add to their 

existing practices. Blaming or judging parents and whānau for their children’s educational 

‘failure’, and diminishing what they know and do, will not improve outcomes67. 

68. Mason Durie made the following point with respect to Māori whānau , but it is likely to have 

application to other families as well:  

“A primary whānau role is the transmission of culture, knowledge, values and 
skills….the shaping of language, values, and cultural world view is a fundamental 
whānau function. The fact that it is not always well executed does not reduce the 
expectation that whānau will be the primary carriers of culture, whānau 
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knowledge, human values and life skills and in that sense will themselves exercise 
an important educational role68.”  

69. A focus on helping parents and whānau to help their children succeed is therefore 

complementary to efforts to improve the institutional education system. A balance needs to 

be struck that supports parents to maximise the home learning environment while also 

recognising their expertise.  A useful approach might be to find areas of children’s lives in 

which parents are already very involved, and build on those attitudes and behaviours. 

BUILD ON WHAT IS ALREADY KNOWN 

70. We already know many elements of parenting that support children to have good outcomes, 

including achieving in education, much of which is discussed above.  

71. There is also some evidence about why some children and young people do better than they 

had been expected to. The Competent Children, Competent Learners study found that there 

were some factors that were highly correlated with educational success over and above 

parents’ education and income. These included enjoying reading, being curious and having 

perseverance at earlier ages, and having internal markers of achievement69.  

72. The study also conducted an analysis on the 122 children in the sample who had early low 

income, to try to identify why some of them were achieving academic success at 14 despite 

this disadvantage70. High achievers were more likely to have: 

 higher levels of maternal education 

 household incomes that had improved since they were age five 

 more stable housing 

 attended higher-quality ECE services. 

73. Many of these items fall into the category of ‘parent circumstances’. However, the children 

also had a range of characteristics that could reasonably be considered outcomes of parents’ 

behaviours and attitudes. For example, they were more likely to: 

 enjoy reading, use the library, keep a diary and write songs or poems 

 share their experiences with their parents 

 have positive relationships with peers 

 be engaged in school 

 spend more time on homework. 

74. The EPPSE study’s71 report of the stage of the study when the children were 14 found that 

those who ‘succeeded against the odds’ had parents who: 

 valued learning  

 provided emotional support and had high aspirations  

 were resilient themselves  
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 encouraged extra-curricular activities for learning (not just fun)  

 recognised that ECE had value beyond simply ‘preparing children for school’.  

These children also received support with school or learning from friends and the community. 

75. It is likely that many communities in New Zealand know what is working (or not working) for 

their children and young people. Collecting and assessing this evidence would be a valuable 

use of research resources. Overseas studies have found that parents vary in how they read, 

talk, and engage with their children, so this might also be the case in New Zealand72. This 

would also be an interesting question for further research. 

MAINTAIN FOCUS 

76. As noted, principles of early intervention suggest an early focus. However human capital 

theory emphasises the importance of building on earlier stages. For example, following a high-

quality start in early learning with a poor-quality educational experience in middle childhood 

would reduce the returns on that earlier investment73.  

77. The Competent Children, Competent Learners study74 found that some of the children who at 

age five were in homes with low incomes had begun school well and were achieving at age 

eight, but had lost ground by age 14. At 16, young people who had been in low income homes 

and had mothers with few qualifications were more likely to have had decreasing scores on 

both cognitive and attitudinal competencies, than those who had been in higher income 

homes and had mothers with higher qualifications75. A similar effect is seen in United Kingdom 

studies looking at younger children76. These findings have important implications for policy.  

78. The role of parents, caregivers, family and whānau, and of the home learning environment, 

need to be considered alongside children’s development and progression through the 

education system. 

CONCLUSION 

79. Poverty and disadvantage diminish and waste potential and serious measures to address them 

need to be taken. However as the EPPSE study found: 

“… There is no ‘one’ predictor which explains attainment, progress and 
development, but rather it is the combination of factors that makes a difference to 
young people’s long-term life chances. The message for policy is that there is no 
magic bullet because addressing one area in isolation is unlikely to have a strong 
impact on narrowing the gap77.”  
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80. Parents and whānau contribute some of the factors that lead to educational success, and 

educational settings and Government policies contribute others. There are therefore powerful 

opportunities for partnership.  

81. This paper has described parenting attitudes and behaviours that have major impacts on 

developmental and educational outcomes, like talking and reading together, positive attitudes 

and high expectations, and engaging in children and young people’s learning in ECE and 

school.   

82. The scale of these impacts suggest that bringing greater focus to the role of home, parents, 

family and whānau in learning offers an opportunity to better support all New Zealand 

children and young people to achieve their educational potential. However it would be 

unreasonable to expect parents, families and whānau to overcome significant, multiple 

disadvantages by (for example) reading to their child. To achieve the levels of benefits 

described above, for all our children and young people, it is likely that a range of universal and 

targeted policies and services are needed. Strategies and system policy settings can create an 

environment that enables parents, caregivers, families and whānau to operate optimally: for 

example, by providing adequate income, housing and health support. For some parents, 

caregivers, families and whānau, explicit support to promote children’s learning is also likely 

to be beneficial. 
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