
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Schools and parents; a valuable partnership 
Monica Neomagus  

 

All of us here today know that parents and educators have something very important in common. 

When they’re asked what their hopes are for their children or students, they all want the same thing. 

And that is: 

 

 that children and students are happy and find their own place and role in life; 

 that they have meaningful relationships, and 

 that they’ll be able to develop their talents and become successful in their future work. 

 

The question is whether schools and parents can work together to achieve this? How can they be 

partners in supporting children’s learning and development? 

 

As far as relationships between schools and parents are concerned, and specifically how these 

relationships can help ensure a good future for kids, I’d like to zoom in today on three aspects that 

we at Verus see as particularly interesting.  

These aspects are: 

1. Thinking in terms of returns on investment in education; 

2. Diversity in schools in terms of where parents come from; 

3. Creating a sense of community in today’s world, and whether this is something we can and 

should aim for. 

 

Non-denominational and denominational education 

For those of you who aren’t familiar with the Dutch education system, I’ll first provide a short 

explanation. For the past hundred years or so the Netherlands has provided public funding for both 

non-denominational and denominational schools. By ‘denominational’ I mean schools with a specific 

religious or ethical identity. These denominational schools were set up after there were already non-

denominational schools. Partly because parents wanted their children to be educated within their 

own religious or ethical traditions. The Dutch situation is fairly unique. It’s sometimes questioned, but 

it’s also a system that has been able to evolve in line with changes in society.  

I’m not going to go into these discussions in any more detail today. I can tell you, however, that I’ve 

also spent time in non-denominational schools, where I taught religious education and general ethics 

to children whose parents saw this as important. So in that sense I’m familiar with both the 

denominational and non-denominational worlds in education. 

 

1) Returns on investment in education 

We know hat schools are there to ensure that kids can learn, can gain knowledge and skills, and can 

develop their personal talents so that they can play a role in future society. Schools set about their 

work with great enthusiasm. New concepts for schools are regularly launched. Like in my own city, 

where the municipality announced a competition for people to come up with innovative ideas for 

education. And the three winning ideas will be given money to set up a new school. 

 

International research shows that the best way for parents to help their children – as far as 

educational results are concerned – is to provide a healthy and stimulating environment at home and 
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to be interested in what their children are doing. And we should take proper account of this in 

dialogues between schools and parents. So that they can be each other’s educational and didactic 

partners. 

 

Personhood formation 

But today I’d like to focus on a different aspect of education that affects relationships between school 

and parents. 

 

Good education – and I know I’m not telling you anything new – is not just about qualifications, 

grades and results, but also about socialisation and personhood formation or subjectification.  

It’s also about how each child learns to live with- and among other people in society, and how it can 

be supported to develop his or her unique personality. 

 

This question is just as relevant for Verus. And to answer it, we have to look at relationships 

between schools and parents. 

Of course, schools do spend time on socialisation and personhood formation, but there’ve recently 

been more and more indications in the Netherlands to suggest that the three aspects I referred to 

earlier are no longer in balance. 

 

Has education got caught up in the ‘slipstream’ of developments in society, where the dominant 

thinking is thinking in terms of economic returns? And are we focusing too much on qualifications, 

and so reducing people and children to their current or future economic value? We’re certainly 

hearing more and more criticism of that approach. 

 

The Netherlands is currently having a public debate – ‘Education 2032’ – on the future of education. 

Parents are also being given the chance to express their views on this. And what they say is that, as 

well as qualifications, they also explicitly want schools to spend time developing their children’s 

individual personalities. 

 

That’s certainly good to hear. But it would be all too easy to say that now it’s all clear. 

The point is that we don’t yet know what parents actually mean.  

What aspects of personality are they specifically interested in? Do they mean teaching kids to think 

critically, or to develop empathy?  

Do they mean teaching future ‘citizens of the world’ to develop qualities such as a receptiveness to 

new ideas and a curiosity to learn?  

Or, for example, offering them the chance to experience a sense of wonder, trust and community, 

and being part of a greater whole? 

Or maybe all of these? 

 

Success and happiness 

Another point I’d like to touch on is the fact that while parents certainly show they’re interested in  

kids developing their personalities, they’re also sensitive to the fact that our society attaches much 

importance, or even more importance, to high grades, diplomas and a position in society. And that 

means we’re sending out a message – both implicitly and explicitly – that the best way to succeed in 

life is by climbing up the social ladder. 

 

But if we focus on ‘What makes life worth living’ and what allows a young person to become a 

‘happy person’ (in other words, what every parent dreams of), we see something interesting.  

I’d like to refer here to The Happiness Track, a book by Emma Seppälä, the academic director of 

Stanford University’s Center for Compassion and Altruism. She worked with people from leading 

universities such as Yale, Columbia and Stanford, and other people in Silicon Valley, Paris and 

Shanghai. All successful, talented people, including writers and film stars. People who’ve played key 

roles in international humanitarian operations or bank on Wall Street.  
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So all people with a high standing on the social ladder.  

But who are often stressed, overburdened and ……………….unhappy. There are high numbers of 

suicides among promising students at Stanford University, for example.  

 

Emma Seppälä describes her experience as an intern at an international newspaper in Paris, where 

she saw that the production staff working in the basement – who had the same deadlines and 

responsibilities for making sure the newspaper came out on time – had a lot more fun, laughing and 

telling jokes, than the journalists and editors working on the first floor and who had higher social 

standing and status.  

After a lot of research into the relationship between success in society and happiness, she 

eventually reached an important conclusion, and that is that happiness is not the result of success, 

but a condition for it. 

 

And she also found happiness to be closely related to a sense of awareness (of being able to live in 

the here and now), as well as to kindness, empathy and compassion (both for yourself and for other 

people) and to resilience, gratitude and feeling a sense of community with other people. And these 

are all things that directly affect how young people’s personalities develop. 

I can really recommend her book to you as it contains a lot more useful information than I can share 

with you here today. 

 

My question is that if we conclude that happy people are more likely to have work that suits them 

and to be successful, shouldn’t we then be spending far more time on this aspect when we’re 

educating and bringing up kids? 

And shouldn’t schools and parents spend much more time talking about this? 

 

 

2) Diversity 

I’ve just raised the question of what parents actually think is important for developing their children’s 

personalities. What specific aspects matter most to them? Learning to think critically? Developing 

empathy? A receptiveness to new ideas and a sense of curiosity as a ‘citizen of the world’? Or 

learning to feel a sense of wonder, trust and community, with yourself as part of a greater whole?  

Or do parents see totally different things as important? 

 

If we go back some 40 years or more in time, we can see how, in those days, it was fairly automatic 

for schools and parents to share the same views and values. Parents just looked for a non-

denominational or denominational school that fitted in with their own views of the world and life. And 

one that aligned with their personal or religious convictions. 

 

In the village where I grew up, around 50 years ago, there were, for example, two primary schools: a 

Protestant school and a Catholic school. The schools we children went to were selected simply on 

the basis of our parents’ beliefs. Parents who weren’t religious often also sent their children to a 

denominational school, unless they were radically anti-religious, or if they expressed their religiosity 

in a very specific way. And those children had to cycle a lot further to schools of their choosing from 

a very young age. And they all developed very strong leg muscles. 

 

So although there was certainly a difference between parents who went to church and parents who 

didn’t, people’s values – on how you should behave, for example – were pretty similar. Modesty was 

seen as a virtue, and there was an automatic respect for people in certain positions (including 

teachers). You were expected to fit in with your surroundings. And to contribute to the community; 

whether that was your school, your neighbourhood or the village you lived in. 

 

All of us were from largely the same ethnic and cultural backgrounds and, with some exceptions at 

both ends of the scale, we were also from more or less the same social class. Of course there was 
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both wealth and poverty, but there was also a large middle class. And, for most people, those years 

were mainly the years of reconstruction and of increasing material prosperity. 

 

And we shouldn’t forget that schools and parents in those days also spoke with one voice when it 

came to educating and bringing up children. If you’d been punished by the teacher at school, there 

would also be another punishment waiting for you when you got home. 

 

Social changes 

The Netherlands has changed since then, but I know these changes also affected other countries in 

Europe. 

And these changes have been far-reaching ... which is something our schools see every day. 

 

Today’s parents come from different cultural and religious backgrounds.  

Individual and personal views and ideas have become more important, and are being expressed 

explicitly (including on social media).  

These days, many parents are well-informed citizens who also expect schools to recognise their 

knowledge and the role they play in bringing up children. And in that way they’re a benefit for the 

school. But, at the same time, they can also clash with it. 

 

Dealing with relationships between schools and parents means dealing with new challenges. And 

then it’s good to realise that while everything around us is changing, there’s one thing that has 

remained the same. And that’s the fact that parents and teachers still want their children and pupils 

to do well in life. 

 

Two thirds of Dutch schools are denominational schools. In other words, schools that have been set 

up on a particular religious or ethical base. Parents say that they like the atmosphere at these 

schools and that they’re happy for their children to learn something about Christianity because it’s so 

closely linked to the culture in Western society. And that’s why they consciously choose to send their 

children to a denominational school. 

 

But we also see that some parents no longer feel they belong to a church and don’t actually see 

themselves as religious. And there are also many parents from an Islamic background, for example. 

They, too, often like the atmosphere at these schools and the fact that religion has a role there. But if 

we look at the overall picture, the values that parents hold can be very diverse, and this doesn’t 

make maintaining a dialogue between schools and parents any easier. And sometimes parents’ 

values can actually clash with what the school stands for. 

 

Research by Verus 

Over the past few months Verus has carried out research at 8 primary schools.  

We plan to research secondary schools as well in the near future.  

In a series of long interviews we asked school leaders and parents whether they discuss the values 

with each other that they see as important for children. This research found that schools and parents 

don’t find it so easy to talk about religious and ethical values. 

And at one of the schools, Muslim mothers actually said they thought it was good that these values 

weren’t discussed because these discussions could lead to arguments. On the other hand, they also 

said they would welcome schools paying more explicit attention to religious festivals in various 

traditions, for example. 

 

Another school meanwhile wanted to communicate a strong image as a Christian school to parents, 

with an emphasis on loving God, your neighbour and the world, and creating more scope for an 

understanding that the world is more than our day-to-day reality, and for stories from the Bible that 

help give meaning to daily life. 
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One of the interesting things is that some of the schools we spoke to have a clear educational 

concept, and that certainly involves values. Some of them have chosen, for example, to focus on a 

positive view of human beings, and to emphasise ‘the good’ in Positive Behavior Support, or the 

idea of peace and reconciliation, as at the Peaceful School. 

The PBS schools can be primary schools, as well as secondary schools. 

The Peaceful School concept is especially made for primary schools. 

 

By specifically choosing a clear educational concept we show the values and rules that matter to us. 

And parents also get the chance – if they want to – to think about how they’re bringing up their kids. 

Parents seem in any event to appreciate the ‘support’ that having a specific educational concept 

offers. 

 

We’ve seen some wonderful examples of this, including a school where parents did the same 

training programme as their children on learning how to deal with each other in a respectful and 

meaningful way. The mother I spoke to told me how intensive these conversations between parents 

were, and how the views that were expressed really made them think about their own ideas. “We 

laughed and cried together,” she said, “and it brought us together as parents”. 

 

But, I have to be honest with you, it’s not always easy to have these conversations on educational 

values. Schools would certainly like to have them, but how do you go about it, with all those parents 

and all their different views and opinions? And not all parents are keen to come to school when 

these topics are on the agenda. 

 

Dialogue between schools and parents 

At Verus we provide guidance to schools that decide to enter this into their dialogue with parents 

because they see it as part of their identity. For them, their religious or ethical views are inherently 

linked to their educational values. After all, the way children are brought up and educated says 

everything about how the people responsible for these tasks view humanity and the world around 

them. 

 

And we then see that you can establish a valuable dialogue between schools and parents, providing 

you adopt the right approach. A dialogue that starts with questions such as: what important lessons 

have you learnt in your life, as a parent, as a teacher, and from whom? What really matters to you?  

What do you believe in? And what don’t you believe in?  

What are the important things for you, and what do you want to equip children or pupils with when 

they set out on their journey in life?  

And that, in turn, creates scope for sharing the things that really matter. 

 

It’s important to be receptive to new ideas and to allow scope for diversity and for everyone’s own 

personal story, if there’s going to be a proper dialogue. And a dialogue that clarifies – in a natural 

way – the relationship between personal ethics and views, and bringing up children. 

 

So do all parents automatically agree with each other afterwards?  

And do schools and parents always agree with each other afterwards?  

No, not always. But these sorts of conversations often show that the differences in people’s views 

are not actually as big as they may seem beforehand.  

That, in turn, creates a sense of community, but also understanding, respect and appreciation for 

other views because the people involved now share the story behind their views. 

 

By holding these talks at schools, we can identify shared values – despite all the diversity – and 

schools and parents can then communicate them to the kids. 
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3) School as a community 

The third and final point I’d like to share with you relates to the idea of ‘the school as a community’. 

Globalisation, as we know, is a fact and it means within a few seconds we’re aware of what’s 

happening on the other side of the globe. In our world we’ve become highly reliant on each other 

and we can quickly and effectively exchange information and collaborate with each other. The fact 

that technology is developing so rapidly means we’re continually facing new challenges. There are 

new opportunities and great bursts of creativity. 

 

Schools are trying to prepare young people for a world that’s going to be very different tomorrow 

from what it is today. That means they need to open their windows wide and to anticipate what they 

are going to need in tomorrow’s world. 

 

Issues facing society 

But other topics have also come up in my conversations with schools. School leaders and teachers 

tell me how issues in society – sometimes directly related to world history – are ‘coming into’ their 

schools through children and their parents. 

 

Whether it’s refugees, or opposition to refugees, or polarisation and radicalisation, the use and 

influence of social media, poverty resulting from the financial crisis, or the rising number of divorces. 

Whatever the case, schools have to deal with these issues because families are affected by them.  

You all know, behind every child and every parent, there’s a story. 

 

Schools can’t be expected to resolve all these social problems, or indeed parents’ personal 

problems. Schools are there first and foremost to create a safe climate for children to learn in and 

where they receive a good education. But the more aware schools are of parents’ backgrounds and 

the more interested schools are in parents’ stories, the more parents will feel that schools recognise 

their role and the more they will feel a link with the school, as we have seen again and again in 

practice. And ultimately that will benefit the kids. 

 

But perhaps we should go further, and take an extra step. 

 

Schools are unique places, where adults and children have intensive contact with each other over 

longer periods of time, and where they share both the good and the bad times. As well as schools 

needing to open up their windows on the world, they at the same time can also form a protected 

community, where children can feel safe and secure.  

And we need that community if we’re to optimise children’s development opportunities, and also 

enable schools and parents to join forces and work as a team bringing up and educating kids. 

 

Schools that manage to create proper ‘communities’ with parents, and possibly also other people in 

the neighbourhood, are of great value to society. While everything around them is changing, it’s 

schools that can create stability and a sense of direction and community for all those involved. And 

society in the Netherlands – and perhaps I may say: societies in Europe – will benefit from schools 

such as these. 

 

October 2016 
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