NONRESI DENTI AL PARENTS: THE FORGOTTEN PARTNERS | N CHI LDREN S
EDUCATI ON

The revi sed Western Australian Education Act (1999), places
great inportance on partnerships between schools and parents.
Changes to Commonweal th Fam |y Law, enacted in 1996 in other
states and enacted in 1998 in WA., ushered in reforns ai ned at

i ncreasing the involvenent of both parents in children's lives
foll owi ng parental separation and divorce. This study

i nvestigated the school involvenment of nonresidential parents,
bearing in mnd the changing context of Fam |y Law, and the
revisions to the Education Act in WA. Two hundred and twenty
one nonresidential parents conpleted a questionnaire on school

i nvol venent (78% from WA. and 22% from ot her states). The study
enpl oyed a purposive sanpling strategy, thus the participants
were a self-selecting or volunteer sanple. The aimbeing to

del i berately target nonresidential parents who believed school

i nvol venent to be inportant to them in order to investigate how
nonresi dential parents rated thensel ves on a nunber of issues
related to involvenent in their children's schooling.

The majority of the nonresidential parents surveyed (79% of the
total sanple), rated thenselves as either "not involved" or
"very little" involved in their children's schooling. N nety
percent were not satisfied with their current |evel of

i nvol venent and 91% wanted i ncreased i nvol venent. Less than half
recei ve school reports. The nonresidential parents in this study
overwhel m ngly wanted i ncreased school involvenent. N nety five
percent rated school involvenent as "very" to "extrenely
important."” Moreover, they clearly identified the areas they

wi shed for increased involvenent: Firstly, nonresidenti al
parents enphatically stressed the inportance they place upon the
cl assroom teacher, in that 82% wanted i ncreased contact with
their children's class teacher. Secondly, 85% wanted to receive
comuni cation from school (reports, newsletters, notice of
forthcom ng events), and 75% wanted to be able to help their
children with honmework and projects. Cearly, this is an

unt apped resource for schools to draw upon to benefit children's
academ c progress. However, when nonresidential parents do not
know of special activities, receive reports or news of projects,
there is little they can do to assist their children, or support
t he school .

| ntended or not, there appears to be a wi despread "cul ture of
excl usi on" towards nonresidential parents' involvenent in their
children's schooling. Thus, while school communities and
educational authorities enbrace and encourage "partnerships with
parents,"” there seens little doubt that nonresidential parents
are the forgotten partners in children's educati on.

There is a clear need for the Mnister to nmake a clarifying
statenent through the public nmedia and educati onal channel s that



nonresidential parents are a valued partner in the educational
community, and to dispel wi despread concerns that nonresidential
parents are excluded frominvolvenent in their children's
schooling. There appears to be a | ack of awareness of the
Departnment's updated policies on Famly Law in this area and the
M ni ster needs to bring awareness of the new policies to the

wi der public and school conmmunities. Additional reconmendations
to increase nonresidential parents' school involvenent, such as
school s mai ntai ni ng dat abases of nonresidential parents' contact
addresses, are listed in the prelimnary report.
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Father One: "The information | receive fromny ex-w fe regarding
ny children's education is limted to "they're doing fine', when
in fact the report cards continually indicate otherw se.

When | ask the school for sone clarification of where ny child
is having difficulties and what they feel could be done to

i nprove the situation, they persistently avoid returning ny
emai | s and phone calls.”

Fat her Two: "It seens that the schools, the governnent, are
geared towards the nother. Even after requests | have not
recei ved any notice of functions, school outings or requests to

assist. | feel I amonly good for paying. Even when kids get
sick at school | never hear about it; only nothers seemto get
notified."

| T'S been pretty clear for sone tinme that we are living in an
era of rapid social change.

This makes it even nore remarkabl e that many of our soci al
institutions seemso disinclined - or just bureaucratically
unable - to keep up.

Di vorce is one of the social epidemcs of the past 30 years -
better called rel ati onship breakdown because de facto

rel ati onshi ps probably are disintegrating at sonmething |ike the
rate of marriages.

Around half of all marriages fail. Children are involved in
about half of those splits.

Wi |l e governnments bust a gut to keep up with changes in the
econony or technology, this social revolution - and its victins



- seens to have got away fromthemin sone inportant areas, one
of them being the education of the children fromsplit famlies.

The quotations fromtwo fathers at the head of this colum cone
from new research done in WA by school psychol ogi st Ron Baker,
of Curtin University.

H's study is about the role of those who used to be called non-
custodial parents in the education of their children.

Si nce changes were made to the Famly Law Act in WA in 1998,

t hese parents are now called "non-residential” parents. Until

t hen, custodial parents had control over the day-to-day affairs
of their children, including their education. Non-cust odi al
parents had no role w thout express consent.

The changes did away with the idea of "ownership" of the welfare
of the children through custody. It was an attenpt to bring
about equal and shared responsibilities between both parents.

"The default positionis that it is nowirrelevant to schools
whi ch parent has residence,” M Baker said. "Schools should be
treating both parents equally."

But, he added, the changes had been a failure.

"There appears be real confusion and | ack of awareness of the
Department of Education's new policies for non-residenti al
parents anong school personnel and little evidence to suggest
i ncreased invol venent for non-residential parents,” he said.

"There is a clear need for the Mnister of Education to
reinforce the new policies of partnerships with all parents and
di spel the wi despread concern that non-residential parents are
excluded frominvolvenment in their children's schooling."

The research survey of 221 non-residential parents reveal ed that
91 per cent want increased involvenent in their children's
school i ng.

About 79 per cent feel they are excluded fromtheir children's
education, 82 per cent want increased contact with their

cl assroom teacher and 85 per cent want to receive things such as
reports, newsletters and notices of com ng school -rel at ed
events.

Prof essor Patrick Parkinson, fromthe University of Sydney's |aw
faculty, says we are now noving into a tinme of profound change
in handling the consequences of relationship breakdown.



In a recent paper to an Australian Institute of Fam |y Studies
sem nar, he described what he called the three epochs of famly
I aw.

The first was a 500-year period based on the indissolubility of
marriage flowng fromthe teachings of Jesus Christ. The second
enbraced the free dissolubility of marriage. That had | asted
only 30 years, since a consensus about divorce began to energe
in Western countries in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

Now, Professor Parkinson said, we were entering the third epoch
- and goi ng through real |abour pains.

"W are slowy comng to recognise,” he said, "that divorce can
only mark a change in the relationship of nost couples, not its
end, and that a society which takes children's well-being
seriously nust do what it can to create the conditions in which
children's well-being is | east harned by their parents’
separation

"Part of the struggle we are experiencing in nodern famly |aw
(and which is sonetines franed in the | anguage of gender
conflict) is between two conflicting visions of what divorce
means for parents. "On the one hand, people are holding on to
the prom se of post-divorce autonony and the chance for a fresh
start. On the other, we are having to deal with the consequences
of the parents' connectedness through their children.”

In the main, non-residential parents are men. But 14 per cent of
the people in M Baker's study were wonmen. And his survey found
they faced the sane problens as nales in dealing with schools.

That, he says, suggests that this is not a gender issue, but a
clear failure of the institutions.
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