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As consumers of education, parents have a 
right to be involved in their child’s schooling 
and to have their voices heard by schools, 
local authorities and the Scottish Government. 
Alongside the powerful interests of teachers 
and local authorities individual parents can 
feel relatively powerless.  The Scottish 
Schools (Parental Involvement) Act 2006 
aimed to improve the way that schools 
engaged with parents, both individually 
through parental involvement and collectively 
through Parent Councils.

During 2007/08, Parent Councils replaced 
School Boards as a system for representing 
parents’ views to schools.  They were 
designed to be more flexible and responsive 
to parents’ needs.  Schools were also given 
new duties to promote parental involvement.  
Three years after the Act was passed, 
Consumer Focus Scotland felt it was timely to 
see whether the new legislation was making 
a difference by increasing levels of parental 
involvement and representation. 

While the Scottish Government has placed 
much emphasis on improving parental 
involvement and representation, there is less 
interest in what happens when things go 
wrong.  We were interested to find out what 
types of issues led parents to feel dissatisfied 
with education provision. Previous research 
has also suggested that parents experience 
poor complaints handling which can affect 
their relationship with the school1. 

We were also interested to find out whether 
parents were aware of significant changes 
to support for learning and the curriculum. 
Concerns have been raised by a number of 
organisations regarding the lack of investment 
in communicating with parents on their rights 
under the support for learning legislation2.  

1	 See Scottish Consumer Council (2002) Parents as Consumers 
of Education and Scottish Consumer Council (2006) Complaints 
in Education (both available from  
www.consumerfocus-scotland.org.uk)

2	 See, for example, HM Inspectorate of Education (2007) Report 
on the implementation of the Education (Additional Support for 
Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004  
(available from www.hmie.gov.uk)

Similarly, as the Scottish Government itself 
recognises, parents are important partners in 
the implementation of the new curriculum3.  If 
parents are to support their children’s learning 
and take an active role in schools, they must 
be aware of these developments.

Methods
This report presents the findings of 
a representative survey of parents in 
Scotland.  In total, 1,000 parents were 
interviewed by telephone in February 
2009 by TNS System Three.  These were 
split equally between parents of pupils 
in primary and secondary school and 
between social classes (ABC1 and C2DE).  
The results were then weighted against 
the profile of households with school-
age children from TNS System Three 
to ensure they are representative of the 
Scottish population.  In this report, tables 
show responses for all parents except 
where only some parents were asked the 
question.  Where response rates are less 
than 1000, this is shown in a footnote.

This is the third survey of parents from 
a consumer perspective.  The two 
previous studies were carried out by the 
Scottish Consumer Council, one of our 
predecessor organisations.  The first 
was carried out in 2002 as part of the 
National Education Debate4.  The second 
was carried out in 2005 with funding 
from the Scottish Executive, to provide 
evidence for the development of the 
Scottish Schools (Parental Involvement) 
Act 20065.  Where possible, the results 
of the 2009 survey have been compared 
to these two previous surveys.

3	 Learning and Teaching Scotland (undated) Curriculum for 
Excellence; A guide for parents and carers

	 (available from www.parentzonescotland.org.uk)

4	 Scottish Consumer Council (2002) Parents as  
Consumers of Education 
(available from www.consumerfocus-scotland.org.uk)

5	 Scottish Consumer Council (2005) Making the Difference: 
Research on parents’ views of Scottish Executive proposals 
to improve parental involvement and representation in schools 
(available from www.consumerfocus-scotland.org.uk)
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Parental involvement refers to all types 
of home-school partnerships which aim 
to develop closer links between parents 
and schools.  These include both learning 
at home and providing parents with 
opportunities to contribute to the life of  
the school.

Our survey focused on the second aspect 
of parental involvement.  This might include 
helping out during the school day, for 
example at school trips, in the school library, 
at breakfast and afterschool clubs and 
generally helping in the classroom.6 

Just over a third of parents reported that 
they had been involved in activities at their 
child's school (see chart 1).   Overall, there 
was a small increase in parental involvement 
between 2005 and 2009 from 31% in 2005 
to 35% in 2009.    

The number of parents involved in primary 
school activities is much higher than that 
of parents of secondary school (54% of 
primary school parents compared to 15% of 
secondary school parents).  

Those in social classes ABC1 were more 
likely to have been involved in activities at 
their child's school than those in C2DE (38% 
compared to 31%).  Mothers were more likely 
to report being involved in activities at their 
child's school than fathers (39% of women 
compared to 23% of men).

6	 See  http://www.ltscotland.org.uk/parentzone for more 
information.

Chart 1: Percentage of parents involved 
in activities at child’s school in 2005 
and 2009
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The majority of parents report being happy 
with the amount of involvement that they have 
in their child’s school (see chart 2).  

Chart 2: Satisfaction with level of 
involvement in child’s school
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Would like to be less involved (3%)

81%

3%

16%

Parental involvement
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Parents had a very positive view of school 
staff (teaching as well as non-teaching 
staff, such as receptionists) with the vast 
majority reporting that they are friendly and 
approachable, and that parents find it easy 
to contact the school to discuss their child’s 
learning or other important issue.  Those 
parents living in the 15% most deprived 
areas of Scotland were slightly less likely 
to agree that school staff were friendly and 
approachable than those in the rest of 
Scotland (92% compared to 96%).

Parents responded positively to two 
suggestions for making schools more 
accessible.  Four out of five parents reported 
that they would be either likely or very likely to 
use:

an open day held from 8am to 8pm once •	
every three months (81%); and 

an informal drop-in system when you could •	
go and speak to teachers (80%).

We asked parents to provide an assessment 
of the level of information that they receive 
about their child’s schooling.  We found that 
while over two-thirds were satisfied (68%) a 
substantial minority (29%) would welcome 
more information (see chart 3).

Chart 3: Satisfaction with level of 
information regarding child’s education

Too little information (1%)

Just the right amount (68%)

Some but would like more (29%)

Do not receive any (1%)

1%

68%

29%

1%

In 2007 (the last year that data is available) 
the Scottish Household Survey found that 
87% of parents felt that the school kept them 
well informed7.  Our survey shows that while 
this is generally correct, many parents would 
still welcome more information.

7	 Scottish Government (2008) Scottish Household Survey:  
Annual Report - Results from 2007 
(available from www.scotland.gov.uk)
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In line with reports from the Scottish 
Government8, 91% of parents thought that 
their child's school had a Parent Council.  
This is a slight increase from 2005 when the 
number of parents who knew that their school 
had a School Board was 87%.  

Parents with children in secondary school, 
fathers, those who live in urban areas and 
those who live in the most deprived 15% of 
areas in Scotland were less likely to report 
that there was a Parent Council at their child's 
school.  These discrepencies may reflect 
differences in implementation but they may 
also be due to a lower level of awareness 
amongst particular groups of parents.   

The survey found that 11% of parents were 
members of the Parent Council at their child's 
school (see chart 4).  This is a substantial 
increase from the low base of 2% of parents 
who reported being members of School 
Boards in 2005.  

Chart 4: Membership of parent body by 
stage of schooling
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8	 See http://www.ltscotland.org.uk/parentzone/getinvolved/
ParentCouncils/Introduction.asp

The survey also revealed an increase in the 
overall membership of parent bodies.  In 
2005, one in ten parents reported being a 
member of a parent body (13% in primary 
school and 8% in secondary school).  By 
2009, this had increased to 18% of parents, 
with most of this coming from a larger number 
of parents of primary school children who are 
members of a parents’ body. 

Other parent bodies include Parent 
Teacher Associations (PTAs) and Parents’ 
Associations (PAs) of which 7% and 4% 
respectively of parents report being members.  
There has been no change in membership of 
these bodies since the 2005 survey.  

There has been a small increase in the 
number of parents who are members of other 
bodies that are not PAs or PTAs (from 1% in 
2005 to 3% in 2009%).  This increase may 
be due to the fact that a number of Parent 
Councils have chosen to be known as other 
names, such as ‘friends of the school’ or 
‘parents’ associations’ and parents may 
be unaware that they are formally Parent 
Councils.  

As chart 5 shows, the current members 
of parents’ bodies are more likely to be in 
social class AB than DE (22% compared to 
13%).  There is, however, some evidence 
to suggest that class-based differences in 
secondary schools are less pronounced 
than they were.  In 2002, the last year that 
the data is comparable, 6% of parents of 
secondary school pupils in social classes 
DE reported being a member of any parents’ 
body, compared to 17% of those in AB.  By 
2009 the comparative figures are 8% and 
12% respectively.  The gap in membership 
between different social classes at secondary 
schools has therefore dropped from 11% in 
2002 to 4% in 2009.  

Parental Representation
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Chart 5: Membership of any parent 
body by social class from 2005 
(secondary) to 2009 (secondary  
and all schools)
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The biggest barrier to becoming a member of 
the Parent Council is a lack of time, with over 
half of parents citing this as the reason for not 
taking part.  This mirrors the findings of the 
2005 survey, though the number of parents 
who report not having time to take part has 
risen 10% from 45% in 2005 to 56% in 2009.

Overall two-thirds of parents who are not 
members of the Parent Council reported  
that they received about the right amount  
of information from the Parent Council 
(see chart 6).

Chart 6: Level of information about the 
work of the Parent Council by stage of 
schooling9
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9	 Only parents who knew that there was a Parent Council but 
were not currently members were asked this question.  In total 
808 parents responded to this question.

While 68% of parents whose child is in 
primary school report being happy with 
the level of information, this falls to 58% of 
parents whose child is in secondary school.  
Most of the information on the work of the 
Parent Council comes from newsletters, either 
specifically for the Parent Council (36%) or 
school newsletters that include information 
(46%).

Overall, the majority of parents who are 
not members of the Parent Council report 
being satisfied with how the Parent Council 
represents their views (see chart 7).  Parents 
with children in primary school were more 
satisfied that those with children in secondary 
school (84% compared to 71%).  This may in 
part be due to the fact that almost one in five 
parents of secondary school pupils report not 
knowing how the Parent Council represents 
their views. 

Parents who identified that their child had 
additional support needs were less satisfied 
with the way the Parent Council represents 
their opinions than other parents (72% of 
those whose child has ASN compared to 
80% of those whose child does not have 
ASN).

It can be difficult to interpret satisfaction 
ratings10.  It may be that parents are genuinely 
happy with the work of Parent Councils 
but similarly parents may not be aware of 
the detail of the work carried out by Parent 
Councils. It may also be that non-member 
parents feel uncomfortable criticising the work 
of parents who have volunteered to take part 
in the work of the Parent Council.  It would be 
useful to explore what leads to satisfaction 
with the work of Parent Councils to share best 
practice.

10	 Consumer Focus Scotland / Improvement Service (2008) 
Improving the understanding of customer satisfaction and 
experience in Scottish local government 
(available from www.consumerfocus-scotland.org.uk)
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Chart 7: Satisfaction with the way the 
Parent Council represents their opinions 
by stage of schooling11
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In relation to proactive contact with the Parent 
Council, three-quarters (75%) of parents knew 
how to contact the Parent Council (see chart 
8). This is higher than the figure for 2005, 
when 67% of parents reported that they knew 
how to contact the School Board. 

The overall increase is due to substantially 
more parents in primary school reporting that 
they would know how to contact the Parent 
Council.  Eighty-one per cent of parents of 
children in primary school reported that they 
knew how to contact the Parent Council 
compared to 69% of those with children 
in secondary school.  Again there are 
differences by social class with 79% of those 
in ABC1 reporting that they know how to 
contact the Parent Council compared to 72% 
of those in C2DE.

11	 Only parents who knew that there was a Parent Council but 
were not currently members were asked this question.  In total 
808 parents responded to this question.

Chart 8: Knowledge of how to contact 
School Boards (2005) compared to 
Parent Councils (2009)12
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12	 In 2009 only parents who knew that there was a Parent Council 
but were not currently members were asked this question.  In 
total 808 parents responded to this question.
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The Scottish Household Survey reports a high 
level of satisfaction among parents with their 
child’s schooling with 92% saying that they 
are satisfied with the education provided13.  
However, a key aspect of the relationship 
between schools and parents is what 
happens when things go wrong.  

Around one in six parents (16%) reported 
that they had cause to complain about an 
aspect of their child's schooling in the past 
12 months (see chart 9).  The most common 
cause for complaint was the standard of 
teaching (24%), followed by bullying (21%).  

Parents who identified a child with additional 
support needs (ASN) were more likely to 
report that they had cause to complain about 
their child's learning (29% compared to 11% 
of those whose child does not have ASN).  
This means that despite being a minority of 
parents (30%), parents of children with ASN 
make up the majority of those who feel that 
they have cause to complain about their 
child’s schooling.

Chart 9: Parents with cause to complain 
and actual complaints made in the last 
12 months by stage of schooling
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13	 Scottish Government (2008) Scottish Household Survey:  
Annual Report - Results from 2007 
(available from www.scotland.gov.uk)

Around a quarter of parents who reported that 
they had cause to complain did not actually 
make a complaint.  This is higher than in the 
private sector where research in 2003 found 
that 95% of those who felt they had cause to 
complain did go on to make a complaint14.  It 
is more comparable with the experience in the 
health service.  A survey in England found that 
out of those who were dissatisfied with the 
health service, only one in five users made a 
complaint15.  

Previous research found that parents can 
be put off making a complaint because they 
are not aware of how to go about making 
a complaint; are concerned that their child 
will be victimised by the member of staff 
concerned; or because they think nothing will 
change as a result of their complaint16.

Over nine out of ten parents (92%) reported 
that they knew how to make a complaint 
about their child's school, should they need 
to, which suggests that knowledge of the 
complaints system is not a major barrier to 
making a complaint.  

The biggest variation between the number of 
parents with a cause for complaint and those 
that actually made a complaint relates to the 
standards of teaching.  Almost half of parents 
who felt they had cause to complain about 
the standard of teaching did not actually go 
on to make a complaint. 

The majority of parents who had made a 
complaint reported that the school dealt 
with the complaint well (see chart 10).  
However, this leaves 39% who did not feel 
the complaint was dealt with well.  Parents of 
secondary school pupils were more likely to 
report that their complaint was dealt with well 

14	 Scottish Consumer Council (2003) Knowledge of  
Consumer Rights in Scotland 
(available from www.consumerfocus-scotland.org.uk)

15	 National Audit Office (2007) Care Services Study: TNS Summary 
Report (available from www.nao.org.uk)

16	 Scottish Consumer Council (2006) Complaints in Education 
(available from www.consumerfocus-scotland.org.uk)

Complaints
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than those with a child in primary school.  The 
level of satisfaction with complaints handling 
has not improved since 2002.  

Chart 10: How well the school dealt 
with the complaint17
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Two out of three parents reported that they 
would be fairly likely or very likely to use an 
independent mediation service that would 
help them to resolve any complaint they had 
about the school (37% and 23% respectively). 
While this indicates a level of support for 
mediation, previous research by the Scottish 
Government has found that 53% of Scots 
are not aware of what mediation means18.  
The findings on likely use of mediation in 
education are therefore based on perceptions 
of what mediation may have to offer rather 
than on a full understanding of the service.

17	 Only parents who made a complaint  were asked this question.  
In total 105 parents responded to this question.

18	 Scottish Government (2007) Public Awareness and  
Perceptions of Mediation in Scotland 
(available from www.scotland.gov.uk)
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In order to be effective consumers of 
education, parents must have basic 
information about their rights.  Overall most 
parents report knowing a little about or a 
great deal about the following aspects of the 
education system:

how to switch schools (63%);•	

the examination system (83%);•	

helping with subject choices (83%).•	

Knowledge of the current system was 
generally higher amongst parents in social 
classes ABC1 than C2DE, and amongst 
those with higher level qualifications than 
those with no qualifications. 

Chart 11 shows knowledge of two key policy 
developments.  The system of additional 
support for learning came into force in late 
2006, while Curriculum for Excellence is 
currently being introduced in some schools 
and all schools will be using it by August 
2010.  Parents report poor knowledge of 
these.

A quarter of parents report knowing nothing 
about the system of additional support for 
learning, with a further 49% reporting that 
they know a little about it.  It is of concern 
that over one in five parents (22%) who 
identified a child with additional support needs 
report knowing nothing about the system for 
providing support.  

Our research reinforces the findings of the 
HMIE review of the implementation of the 
additional support for learning legislation. 
HMIE reported that ‘most authorities had not 
made parents sufficiently aware of advocacy 
and of their rights within the new legislation’19. 
This is despite the Act placing specific duties 
on local authorities to provide information on 
additional support for learning. 

19	 HM Inspectorate of Education (2007) Report on the 
implementation of the Education (Additional Support  
for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004 
(available from www.hmie.gov.uk)

Chart 11: Knowledge of changes to the 
education system
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Over half of parents report not knowing 
anything about Curriculum for Excellence.  
Parents from social classes C2DE, and those 
with no educational qualifications were more 
likely than other parents to report that they 
didn’t know anything about Curriculum for 
Excellence.  

The most common source of information 
and advice on education was the Council 
(34%), followed by the internet (27%) and the 
school itself (25%).  Parents living in the most 
deprived 15% of areas of Scotland were less 
likely to report using the internet as a source 
of information and advice.  These findings 
mirror those of the Scottish Household 
Survey, which found that 36% of those in the 
most deprived 15% of areas in Scotland used 
the internet for personal use compared to 
61% in the rest of Scotland20.  

In terms of sources of information and 
advice on education issues, less than one 
in five parents (18%) report knowing about 

20	 Scottish Government (2008) Scottish Household Survey:  
Annual Report - Results from 2007 
(available from www.scotland.gov.uk)

Knowledge of the education system and  
sources of information
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parentzone, the parent information website 
hosted by Learning and Teaching Scotland.  
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the two organisations 
that provide advice and information on 
additional support for learning (Enquire and 
Independent Special Education Advice) were 
better known amongst parents of children 
with additional support needs than other 
parents.  Overall levels of awareness were 
less than one in ten for both specialist advice 
services.

As shown in chart 12, around half of parents 
reported that they would be likely or very 
likely to use an independent service offering 
information and advice (48%).  

Chart 12: Likelihood of using 
organisation that gave independent 
advice and information
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This finding suggests that there is a latent 
desire for a general service, as opposed to 
the specialist services offered by organisations 
such as Enquire.  The recent research carried 
out to explore views on a national body for 
parents found that Parent Council members 
felt any such body should have a role in 
providing information to parents21.  This finding 
is supported by our research. 

Parents were asked whether they felt that 
parents’ views were well represented 
nationally.  Overall, views were clustered in 
the middle of the scale, with almost three-

21	 Scottish Government (2009) Views on a National Representative 
Body for Parent Councils (available from www.scotland.gov.uk)

quarters of parents (73%) reporting that they 
felt parents’ views were reasonably well 
represented at national level.  More parents 
reported that their views were not well 
represented (17%) than reported that they 
were well represented (8%).

Chart 13: How well parents feel their 
views are represented nationally by 
membership of parent body
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As chart 13 shows, being a member of a 
Parent Council or other parents’ body does 
not have any statistically significant impact 
on parents’ assessment of whether their 
views are represented nationally.  Recent 
research found that 80% of parent councils 
supported the development of a new body 
to represent their views22.  This research 
was welcomed by the Scottish Government 
which has announced that it will support the 
development of a national parents’ body23.  

22	 Scottish Government (2009) Views on a National Representative 
Body for Parent Councils  (available from www.scotland.gov.uk)

23	 The Herald (April 16th 2009) Minister backs ‘parent power’ 
revolution (available from www.theherald.co.uk)
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The increase in the number of parents 
who are members of Parent Councils, 
and other school-based parent bodies, is 
an endorsement of the change to reduce 
restrictions on membership and increase 
the flexibility of representative structures. 
These changes were implemented from the 
school years 2007/08 and therefore are still 
in the early stages of development.  There 
are some indications that the new structures 
are attracting a wider group of parents than 
School Boards, their predecessors. 

However, we are concerned that too many 
parents don’t receive information on the work 
of the Parent Council and that too many don’t 
know how to contact the Parent Council. 
Parent Councils would benefit from advice on 
how to communicate with all parents. 

The findings that parents are generally happy 
with their level of involvement and that they 
find schools accessible and school staff 
approachable are to be welcomed.  It is too 
early to tell whether the increase in parental 
involvement is part of a trend towards greater 
parental involvement in the life of the school. 
What is clear, however, is that there is a 
desire to be more involved and to have more 
information about children’s schooling.  The 
challenge for schools, local authorities and 
the Scottish Government is to harness this 
appetite for more involvement and information 
to support children’s learning.  Given that 
there are lower levels of involvement in 
secondary schools and amongst those from 
more deprived backgrounds, we recommend 
that the Scottish Government focuses on 
initiatives that would make it easier for these 
parents to become involved.  

While we found parents felt strongly that 
schools were accessible and approachable, 
our findings on complaints show a different 
side to the relationship between schools and 
parents.  We are concerned that so many 
parents who feel that they have cause to 

Discussion

complain do not actually go on to make a 
complaint.  Schools need to improve how 
they communicate with parents to ensure 
that parents know their complaint will be 
investigated properly and confidentially.  
Similarly, while three in five parents were 
satisfied with how their complaint was 
handled, it is disappointing that so many 
parents who made a complaint were 
dissatisfied with how it was handled.  This 
may be contributing to the feeling of some 
parents that nothing will change as a result 
of complaints made. School staff should be 
provided with training and support to improve 
their standard of complaints handling.  

While parents report reasonable levels of 
knowledge about the system for exams and 
helping their children with subject choices, 
levels of knowledge about new developments 
are disappointing.  The system of additional 
support for learning has been in place for 
more than two years.  It is currently relevant 
to almost a third of parents who identify that 
their child has additional support needs, 
and potentially of relevance to all parents.   
Our research shows that communication 
with parents remains a significant gap in 
implementation of the legislation.  

Some schools have already begun planning 
for and introducing Curriculum for Excellence, 
and all schools will be using it by August 
2010.  That two in five parents already report 
knowledge of the system could be seen as 
positive.  However, the Scottish Government 
has signalled that parents have a crucial role 
to play in supporting the curriculum so it is 
vital that parents are aware of the changes 
by the start of the 2009/10 school year. The 
Scottish Government must invest more in 
communicating with parents about both their 
rights and how they can support their child’s 
learning.   

We have been strong supporters of a national 
body for parents.  Our findings support the 
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findings of recent research commissioned by 
the Scottish Government that parents would 
benefit from such an organisation24.   
In particular:

While Parent Councils are viewed •	
positively by the majority of parents they 
do not always succeed in communicating 
effectively with the wider group of 
parents they are meant to represent.  A 
national body could provide support for 
Parent Councils to improve how they 
communicate with all parents.

There appears to be a desire for an •	
independent source of information and 
advice on general education issues.  A 
national parents’ body would be an obvious 
candidate to provide this service.

Being a member of a Parent Council or •	
other parents’ body does not currently 
impact on parents’ assessment of whether 
their views are represented nationally.  
We would hope that a strong national 
body would result in an increased level of 
satisfaction with national representation 
amongst parent body members in the short 
term and eventually impact on the wider 
parent population.  

We recommend that the Scottish Government 
move ahead quickly with its recently 
announced commitment to support the 
development of a national body for parents.

24	 Scottish Government (2009) Views on a National Representative 
Body for Parent Councils (available from www.scotland.gov.uk)


