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Background

The School Systems Implementation Team 
(SSIT), supported by the Building Healthy 
Communities initiative, together with concerned 
parents and community members believe 
student literacy levels are an important indicator 
of educational attainment and, therefore by 
inference, a critical predictor of a child’s health 
and financial security over their life-time.

This project aims to gather the stories of human 
experience from families and educators, using 
empathy-based research methods and synthesis, 
to build deep understanding of the complexity of 
factors impacting on a child’s capacity to learn 
and attain grade level literacy by third grade. 
Insights from this research will inform direction 
and strategies to mobilize systems leaders, 
educators, community and families around 
literacy attainment.

Del Norte and Adjacent Tribal Lands is a 
community which is passionate about educational 
success and has a history of coming together to 
take action. We acknowledge that this research 
is a small step in a long journey of a community 

striving to give their children the best possible 
education we can muster. In that context, this 
report begins to help us understand where,  
and in what shape, we – the community, schools, 
parents, families and business – should take 
action to ensure every child in Del Norte and 
Adjacent Tribal lands experience not only  
literacy but also educational success throughout 
their lives.

Approach

Our local research team consisted of either 
educators, those with experience as an education 
system specialist, or a systems leader working 
in early childhood; and were drawn from the 
following organizations: Del Norte Unified School 
District; Del Norte Five 5; Del Norte Child Care 
Council; Howonquet Head Start; and the Family 
Resource Center.

We interviewed 38 people – 27 parents and 
11 educators. Interviews were supported by a 
comprehensive research protocol and conducted 
in pairs, with one specialist in human-centred 

design and research and one interviewer  
with experience as an educator or education 
system specialist.

When talking to parents in their homes we  
asked many of them to take us on a learning  
tour to show us where their children read,  
played, did homework etc. In some instances  
it was the children themselves who took the 
interviewers on the tour.

Once interviews were completed, the interview 
team worked as a group in insight sessions  
to synthesize findings and develop insights  
and the current journey maps provided in  
this document.

The team brought others on the journey by 
remaining open and transparent about our  
work. As we were developing our findings and 
insights, we held walkthroughs with educational, 
system and community leaders to share our 
process and emerging insights. The finding  
from this report will be presented at the Del Norte 
County Economic Summit in April 2016.
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This report captures the lived experiences of parents and educators 
across Del Norte County in building children’s capacity to learn and 
attain grade level literacy by third grade

Executive Summary
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Insights from what we heard from parents

Families are really committed to their child’s literacy, they want their child to learn and they think education is 
important. Parents capacity to support literacy is impacted by other experiences and aspects of family life 

We want our child to succeed at school 
but we don’t know how to support them 
to get there

I want my children to be successful and to have 
a better life. I don’t always know what that looks like 
or how to help them get there. Even when I know how 
to help my children, I often don’t have the time or 
resources to do so.  

Our view of literacy can be very 
different from other families

For some of us literacy is about learning, while for 
others it’s about being able to ensure we can get by 
on a day-to-day basis.  

We do not have a shared understanding 
of what it means to be prepared for 
kindergarten 

We know it’s important that our children are 
prepared and ready to start kindergarten we don’t really 
know what being ‘kindergarten ready’ looks like.  

I feel isolated and can not get timely 
access to the support I need 

We feel so isolated from support networks and 
resources. We don’t have family to back up and if we do 
have family locally we may feel there is a risk exposing 
our children to their influences. We need timely support 
for learning difficulties and child mental health.  

It’s rush rush rush 

Our day start very early and end very late. We rush  
all day to school, work and other activities. We are time 
poor and I feel guilty about not having quality time to 
spend with my child to help them learn.  

Please take the time to know and respect  
us for who we are 

Please don’t judge me or my children. Take the 
time to learn our story. Acknowledge us and what we’ve 
been through and let’s create solutions together. My 
circumstances do not define me.  

I want my child to do well but I don’t feel welcome 
in the school or don’t have time to participate. I 
often don’t know what to do so I let the schools be 
the experts. When there is a trusted relationship 
with a teacher I have the confidence to engage and 
a positive relationship with the teacher makes a 
significant difference to my child’s learning.  

I perceive barriers that prevent me being 
involved in my child’s education 

We are working hard, however we live paycheck 
to pay check and we just can’t get ahead. I don’t have 
flexibility in by work schedule to engage with the school, 
we struggle to find time for home work and I can always 
buy my child the things other children have  

I can put a roof over the child’s head but  
I can’t give them the time they need

We fear of disengagement because of safety. I feel 
very concerned when my child is not engaged at school 
because I associate disengagement with the risks of 
getting into trouble, addiction and teenage pregnancy.  
I keep my child busy to keep them safe.  

Our overarching focus is on active 
prevention, not educational enrichment
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Insights from what we heard from educators

As educators we need professional 
development support

I need access to, and the time for, professional 
development around new approaches and standards 
because the curriculum changes so frequently and 
children’s behaviors and needs have escalated over 
time.  

Children’s experience prior to school 
significantly impacts on our work

I need children to be ready to learn. Children 
coming through my class have such a broad range of 
pre-kindergarten learning experiences that meeting 
their needs takes a lot of additional time, resources 
and energy. It also negatively impacts on the children 
who enter school prepared for the new learning 
environment.  

Children in my class have such complex 
needs, I need professional support 

 
I do not feel equipped to handle the wide range 

of behaviors, trauma and special needs children are 
displaying in my classroom. The process to get help is 
complex and the topic is a challenging and sensitive 
one to discuss with my parents. What I have learned 
though is early assessment and intervention is vital.  

It’s rush, rush, rush

I am overwhelmed by everything I need to provide 
and do for my students throughout the work-day. I don’t 
just teach, I have planning and paperwork as well as 
looking out for the children. I have to spend a lot of my 
own time, money and resources to meet my students 
needs and the many requirements of the School District 
and State.  

I am motivated by love of the children and 
helping them learn is paramount.

My love for children is the driving force behind 
everything I do for my students. I love to see my students 
reach milestones and achievements and be successful. 
The children are our community’s future. I can be a 
significant person in their life.  

 I know parents love their children, however it’s a  
huge frustration when I feel like I am responsible for 
everything to do with their child – not just education but 
food, clothes and school supplies.  

I need parents/guardians of children  
who are in my class to be on my team



The School Systems Implementation Team (SSIT), 
supported by the Building Healthy Communities 
initiative, together with concerned parents and 
community members believe student literacy levels 
are an important indicator of educational attainment 
and, therefore, by inference, a critical predictor  
of a child’s health and financial security over their 
life-time.

The aim of this project was to engage with parents 
and educators to build deep understanding of 
the complexity of factors that impact on a child’s 
capacity to learn and attain grade level literacy by 
third grade.

We asked parents and educators to share their 
experiences so that the insights from this research 
can inform direction and strategies to mobilize 
educators, community and family action around 
improving literacy across Del Norte County.

Our approach

The starting point for this project was to bring 
together a team to design and undertake the 
research. The research team consisted of a mix  
of educators or education system specialists:

Melodee Fugate 
Del Norte County Child Care Commission

Angela Glore 
First 5 Commission

Amira Long 
Family Resource Centre

Doreen Wells  
State Preschools, Del Norte Unified School District

Susan Presba-Morris 
Coach, Del Norte Unified School District

Connie Gilman 
Curriculum Co-Ordinator, Del Norte Unified  
School District

Delfie Danner,  
Howanquet Head Start

Reweti Wiki

The core team was supported by a small team 
from ThinkPlace New Zealand and Australia,  
a service design consultancy that specializes in 
empathy research. 

The focus of the research

The focus of empathy research is listening  
to understand which involves deferring any  
opinions/judgement, listening to someone’s  
whole story and taking the time to understand  
the person’s story they bring to the surface 
and also their thoughts and feelings below the 
surface. From these rich and deep insights, a 
vivid picture can be developed that articulates the 
lived experience for the person being interviewed.

This core team focussed initially on articulating 
what the intent of the research project would 
be. To develop the intent, the team engaged 
with representatives of the SSIT and key local 
organizations to gain a better understanding of 
what was occurring within the Del Norte County 
school system.
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Through this engagement it was established 
that approximately 66% of children entering 
the school system in Del Norte County are 
unprepared for kindergarten. However once 
in school, remediation plays an important role 
in helping reverse this statistic by the third 
grade. Remediation, though, comes at a high 
cost; both financially and ultimately to student 
enrichment.

Current reality

33% needing intensive remedial support 

33% needing help

33% ready to start school

Typical achievement | future

5% needing intensive remedial support 
15% needing help

80% ready to start school

Through this process the research team identified 
that the intent of the project was to gain deep 
insights into the complexity of factors impacting 
young people’s learning outside of “school” (both 
before they start school (pre-K); and during the 
first three years of school) to identify the tangible 
factors that enable and inhibit children’s capacity 
to attain literacy and, therefore, where the 
tangible levers of change lie. 

What success might look like
The core team spent time considering what 
success would look like – for the research 
project, and for the different voices within  
the educational system:

Success for the project: the community 
understands its role in literacy attainment and 
is committed to goals and strategies to increase 
literacy attainment for all children

Success for parents: The experience of 
preparing children for school and supporting the 
development of literacy is understood holistically 
and there are opportunities to identify strategies 
to support cohorts of parents/ families with 
different needs at home, within the community 
and at school

Success for young people: children’s 
experience of learning is understood holistically 
and there are opportunities to identify strategies 
to support cohorts of children and their parents/
families with different needs at home, within the 
community and at school

Success for educators: educators have a 
deeper understanding of the barriers and success 
factors for literacy attainment across the birth to 
third grade spectrum 

Success for agencies: agencies see how they  
fit in and can actively contribute to the future 
state, identifying the levers they have to help 
redefine Del Norte’s literacy paradigm

Families Education 
system

Whole 
community 
system & 

approaches

School and community leaders felt that there 
was limited insight into what the tangible 
and intangible factors are that affect a child’s 
preparedness before they enter the school 
system. There is also limited insight into why 
some children are succeeding in literacy once in 
school, through remedial intervention while some 
are not.

The research team also hypothesized that to 
make the necessary change in the future parents, 
families, educators, system leaders and the whole 
community would have a role to prepare children 
for school and support their learning at home 
once they start school resulting in a culture of 
literacy, expectation and achievement throughout 
a children’s life into adulthood.
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Research variables

The research team then considered 
the research variables. Considerable 
time was spent discussing the family 
variables in particular. The following key 
criteria for families to be asked to be 
involved in the research was agreed:

• Ethnicity
• Location (across Del Norte County)
• Interviewing a mix of parents  

who were working/not working
• Two-parent families and single 

parents
• Teenage mothers
• Foster care parents
• Grandparents caring for their 

grandchild

For the educators the aim was to 
interview across the education spectrum 
– from family home care, preschool, 
Head Start, State Kindergarten and a 
range of grade level teachers. 
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FEMALE

NATIVE  
AMERICAN

MALE

5

HISPANIC

3
HMONG

1

26

10

FEMALE

FAMILY  
HOME CARE

STATE 
KINDERGARTEN

MALE

1

PRE-SCHOOL

2

GRADE LEVEL

5

HEADSTART

1

10

2

1

27 FAMILIES

11 EDUCATORS

Who we spoke to

Location across the county

Crescent City

Klamath

Smith River

Fort Dick
Gasquet



A comprehensive research 
protocol was developed for 
the interview approach.  
This included a detailed 
experience map, outlining 
what parents and educators 
would experience at each 
stage in the interview 
process. Our overarching 
key message to those who 
participated was that “you 
are helping us build our 
understanding of what it’s 
like for you as a parent 
and/or educator, and we’re 
learning from you.”

How parents and educators responded  
to the interview experience

We found nearly every parent and educator 
interviewed was enthusiastic about telling 
their story when they knew they were helping 
the research team build their understanding  
of what it was like for them and their 
day-to-day lived experiences and that they 
could help improve literacy levels across Del 
Norte County through sharing their stories.

They wanted to talk about their experience,  
their lives and the people within it, with some  
of the interviews lasting a couple of hours.

It was a very humbling experience as many 
of the participants shared very sensitive and 
private information with courage and insight.

Interview participants were initially 
contacted by a member of the core design 
team who had some connection with them 
to explain what would be involved. If they 
agreed to be involved; the lead interviewer 
contacted the interview participant the 
day before the interview to introduce 
themselves and outline in more detail what 
the project was about and what the person 
could expect from the interview.

At the start of the interview the participant’s 
formal consent to participate in the interview 
and have the interview recorded was 
obtained (for parents recruited through the 
School District, consent has already been 
obtained). To recognize the importance 
of participants’ involvement and the focus 
on literacy, the interview team gave the 
children of the parents an age-appropriate 
book and crayons/paper as a small token 
of thanks.

We conducted the interviews in a place 
chosen by the interview participant, where 
they felt safe and comfortable to share their 
experiences. We also invited them to bring 
along a person to support them.

Interviews were conducted in pairs, with 
one ThinkPlace team member and one 
of the core research team, who was an 
educator or education system specialist.

What we do to make it safe for the people we interviewed

At the start of each interview we asked 
parents to take us on a learning tour of their 
home to show us where their children read, 
played, did homework etc. In some instances 
it was the children themselves who took 
the interviewers on the tour (if the children 
were aged over five we asked their parents 
if they would agree to their child taking the 
interviewers on the tour). This learning tour 
gave us deeper insight and richness into the 
parents (and their children’s) experience and 
proved a useful way to start the interviews  
as they gave the parents something specific 
to speak to as rapport was built.
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Our research team led the planning, interview and analysis stages of the process. We brought 
others on the journey by remaining open and transparent about our research and our key insights.
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Established a clear and concise intent 
statement to focus our research for 
each type of interview we undertook

Defined the desired outputs from  
the research

The process

Clarifying
Intent

Developed the research protocol

Trained the team on the research approach 
and empathetic interview techniques

Selected the families and educators for 
interviews based on research variables

Scheduled interviews, contacted interviewees 
and sent them their information packs 
(including books for the children)

Planning 
Research

Held interview in the interviewee’s 
environment

Conducted interviews across the county

Captured the information through 
transcribing the interviews, noting key 
observations and taking photos of their 
learning environments.

Holding 
Interviews

Pre-school 
0-5 

Scope 
•  Build deep empathy with families and children, through 

stories of human experience 
•  shed light on the complexity of factors that impact on a 

child’s capacity to attain at-grade-level proficiency by 
the 3rd grade 

•  Inform direction and strategies to mobilize community, 
family and systems leaders to redefine Del Norte’s 
literacy paradigm. 

 
What are the drivers for change? 
66% of children entering the school system in Del Norte 
County are unprepared for kindergarten. However once in 
school, remediation plays an important role in helping 
reverse this statistic by the third grade. Remediation, 
though, comes at a high cost; both financially and ultimately 
to student enrichment. 
 

We have limited insight into what the tangible and intangible 
factors are that affect a child’s preparedness before they 
enter the school system  We also have limited insight into 
why some children are succeeding in literacy through 
remedial intervention while some are not once in school. 
  

We’re seeking to understand the complexity of factors 
impacting young people’s learning outside of “school” (both  
before they start school (pre-K); and during the first three 
years of school) to identify the tangible factors that enable 
and inhibit children's capacity to attain literacy and, 
therefore, where the tangible levers of change lie.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Del Norte Literacy Campaign 
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What are we making? 
A journey of literacy from birth to third grade that will paint a 
picture of the real lived experience of a young persons 
journey to literacy  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Outcome or Result 
We will know we’re successful when we have greater insight 
into the complex factors creating barriers to young people’s 
learning from birth to third grade and a clear understanding of 
opportunities for collaboration across the community. 
 
By building insights we will be able to: 
•  Identify the levers of change between birth and third grade 

that will inform a range of interventions; and  
•  Establish direction for a Del Norte Literacy campaign to 

rally the community to drive change and support literacy 
attainment across the entire community 

 
 

Success from different perspectives 
Success for the project: the community understands its role 
in literacy attainment and is committed to goals and strategies 
to increase literacy attainment for all children 
 

Success for young people: children’s experience of learning 
is understood holistically and there are opportunities to 
identify strategies to support cohorts of children and their 
parents/families with different needs at home, within the 
community and at school 
 

Success for parents: The experience of preparing children 
for school and supporting the development of literacy is 
understood holistically and there are opportunities to identify 
strategies to support cohorts of parents/ families with different 
needs at home, within the community and at school 
 
Success for educators: educators have a deeper 
understanding of the barriers and success factors for literacy 
attainment across the birth to third grade spectrum  
 

Success for agencies: agencies see how they fit in and can 
actively contribute to the future state, identifying the levers 
they have to help redefine Del Norte’s literacy paradigm 
 
 The work program  
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 CURRENT STATE THE CHANGE FUTURE STATE 

Recruitment of 
participants 

Developing the research 
approach together  

Research with community,   
families and children  

Insights  

Typical achievement | future 
5% needing intensive 
remedial support  

15% needing help  

80% ready to  
start school  

33% ready to  
start school  

33% needing  
help  

33% needing  
intensive  
remedial support  

Current reality 

Education 
system 

Whole  
community   
system & 

approaches 

Parents, families, educators, 
system leaders and the whole 
community prepare children for 
school and support their  
learning at home once they start 
school | resulting in a culture of 
literacy, expectation and 
achievement throughout a 
children’s life into adulthood 
  
The experience we are seeking to understand  

start 
school 

3rd Grade 

Things that have 
supported me and I 
am achieving at or 
above grade level 
literacy   

Things that have 
been a barrier to me 
and I am not 
achieving at or above 
grade level literacy   

Establish project intent 

What are the external factors that 
enable some children to attain grade 
level literacy by 3rd Grade? 

What are the external factors that Inhibit 
some children to attain grade level 
literacy skills by 3rd Grade? 

Where are the tangible levers for change?  

Visualising journey to 3rd 
grade literacy  

school intervention  
to support literacy  

Pre-school 
0-5 

Young persons lived experience  

School system  

3rd Grade 

INTENT 
We’re seeking to gain deep insights into the 
complexity of factors that impact on young people’s 
capacity to attain grade level literacy by third grade 

Focusing 
questions 

What are the tangible 
levers for change? 

What are the complexity of factors 
impacting on children’s learning outside of 
school | both before they start school and 
once they have started school 

Families 

Final, 01/12/15 
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The interview pairs debriefed immediately 
after each interview, using an insight mining 
framework to pull out key observations

Read the transcripts, pulled out key quotes 
and additional findings and completed 
worksheets for each interview

Grouped together key findings and themed 
together, synthesized key themes through 
insight synthesis sessions

Shared the stories from each interview 
conducted with the team and captured 
key themes, insights, points of pain and 
satisfaction

Synthesizing 
findings

Took the wider team through our journey 
and analysis

Refined the key learnings and insights  
and developed the experience map

Produced the final learnings, quotes, 
insights and experience map

Sharing 
insights

Walkthroughs

Shared raw outputs of insight sessions 
with educational, system and community 
leaders to share our process and findings 
during their development.



The following pages outline what parents told 
the researchers about their experiences and 
the key insights that emerged from the empathy 
interviews with parents

Parent

10 Parent Insights

2
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If parents’ resources are 
limited their priority is often 
on ‘just getting by’

I want them to go to 
college or something 
like I wanted to do but 
it just didn’t work out 
for me...

What I want for my children’s 
future is to know that they are 
responsible for family, nature and 
tradition. You have to be healthy, 
sober and learning to do that.  

PARENT

 I definitely don’t want them to 
go through the same things that I 
did… because I know that’s what 
made me struggle a little bit. Not 
that it was my parent’s fault it wasn’t, 
they were just busy. I want them to 
be able to have education. I want 
them to go to college or something 
like I wanted to do but it just didn’t 
work out for me because we were 
having kids at a young age. I will 
definitely help them and just to have 
a sturdy, stable life ahead of them. I 
don’t want to see them struggle in 
any way. I mean I know struggles 
happen but I don’t want to see them 
go down a bad route.  

PARENT

KEY INSIGHT

KEY INSIGHT

KEY INSIGHT

Parents can be limited by 
their own experiences. If 
they experienced a poor 
learning environment it can 
be challenging for them to 
create a positive learning 
environment for their own 
children

Parents had a clear view 
of what a ‘bad’ learning 
environment looked 
like, and are strongly 
motivated to avoid such 
an environment, however 
for some parents they 
need assistance to 
develop a positive learning 
environment 

You go to school to discover 
how to help yourself and help 
others… I want to know more myself 
so I can show her the way.

PARENT

“I want my children to be 
successful and to have a 
better life. I don’t always 
know what that looks like  
or how to help them get there. 
Even when I know how to 
help my children, I often don’t 
have the time or resources  
to do so.”

What we heard
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I wasn’t that interested in 
school to be honest. I did well in 
school but I wasn’t very interested 
in education and it got worse the 
older I got. I didn’t really put much 
effort into high school because I 
had my own struggles. Things that 
I went through and things that kind 
of interfered with it… my parents 
owned their own business so they 
didn’t have a lot of one-on-one time 
with me. Plus I was going through 
teenage struggles and I don’t know 
if that’s a good excuse but that’s 
just what I was going through. I 
wasn’t very determined. But I did 
get my high school diploma. I hung 
in there long enough to get that.  

PARENT

So, it’s been a journey and I’m 
able to see how different kids learn 
and even though they are born of 
the same family and same parents 
and grandparents, everything same, 
same. They are all very different 
and that’s the beauty of being able 
to be home. 

HOME SCHOOLING PARENT

I definitely don’t want 
them to go through the 
same things that I did...

I did well in school but I 
wasn’t very interested 
in education and it got 
worse the older I got.

I hope X does something that 
they enjoy as an adult. I believe 
if you’re doing something that 
you’re not passionate about you 
will get burnt out easy and fast and 
then comes all these other issues 
like depression or anxiety. I really 
want X to do something that they 
really want to do, that they have a 
passion for. And it’s why we talk to 
X all the time about their future and 
occupations - we want X to be very 
prepared.  

PARENT

I want to put him in the early 
head start. I think that would help 
a lot because they’re training you 
know, they go through training 
every so often to learn what’s new 
and what’s going on and how a 
child develops and then they can 
catch anything if anything is wrong 
because I’m not going to be able 
to catch it you know, he’s my only 
son. 

PARENT

KEY INSIGHT

A positive educational 
experience means differing 
things for different families:

• avoiding bullying
• avoiding their children being 

judged
• more successful engagement 

with learning
• enjoying school, finishing 

high school
• going to college
• the ability to get a good job
• finding purpose and meaning 

in learning 

Some parents choose homeschooling or other alternative education 
as a way to give their children the education they didn’t have, help 
their children avoid the schooling experience they themselves had 
or to provide their children with a different learning and educational 
experience. For home schooling families in particular they are often 
making this choice so their children can develop more broadly as 
individuals and supporting their children with the aim of giving their 
children more purpose in life
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Some parents do not 
recognize that children 
being able to regulate their 
own behavior is essential 
for starting school and a 
pre-requisite for developing 
literacy skills

She was excited about starting 
school, but she had no idea she 
would have to go to school every 
day. We have a lot of struggle to 
get her to school in the morning, 
she acts up and won’t get ready.  

PARENT

“For some of us literacy 
is about learning and 
enjoyment, while for others 
it’s about being able to 
ensure we can get by on a 
day-to-day basis. While we 
know it’s important that our 
children are prepared and 
ready to start kindergarten 
we don’t really know what 
being ‘kindergarten ready” 
looks like”

What we heard

KEY INSIGHT

Some parents who were 
interviewed who kept their 
child at home, and who 
hadn’t had any formal 
pre-school education, 
found it harder to establish 
a learning routine with 
their children and didn’t 
always have the experience 
to support their child’s 
emotional development and 
learning in a consistent way

The school teaches for a 
learning style, not all kids can 
engage and learn that way.

PARENT

I want them to have reading 
skills but I wonder how important 
they are at this age.  

PARENT

I don’t need to prepare my 
children for learning, they’re always 
learning.

PARENT

Seeing when a kid understands 
something they get that look in their 
eyes ‘oh now I get it’, you’re able  
to give them that extra help so that  
they can understand what it is that 
they’re learning. 

PARENT

They have a clear list of skills 
kids should have to be prepared to 
start school but we don’t really know 
what they are, and we don’t have a 
shared understanding of what really 
matters… 

PARENT

They have a clear list of 
skills kids should have 
to be prepared to start 
school but we don’t really 
know what they are...

KEY INSIGHT
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We choose books for life 
experience, morals, history, 
geography and vocabulary. 

PARENT

No we don’t read books 
together, we just read her 
instructions and articles and her 
girl scout papers, we read that and 
if I am reading it she’s looking over 
my shoulder and then she’ll carry 
on the next sentence.  

PARENT

The kids help with all the 
day-to-day activities: cooking, 
measuring, washing, gardening… 
Everything is a learning tool. 

PARENT

Being able to say his ABCs, 
123s, follow directions, those 
were things that I work a lot with 
him when he was in my care 
during the early ages. We read 
to him a lot so that he could get 
that understanding of reading. 
So to me having him be ready 
for kindergarten is being able 
to do his ABCs 123s and follow 
directions.  

PARENT

[for kindergarten] I’ve taught 
my kid social manners and it’s 
important to wear clothes that match. 
So that’s my thing, make sure that 
you’re wearing the same socks and 
you’re not wearing a dress with your 
PJ bottoms and when you see a 
friend that’s hurt maybe they need 
you to do something  

PARENT

KEY INSIGHT

KEY INSIGHT

The way parents practice 
and prepare their children 
for literacy looks very 
different for individual 
families, informed by 
their own experiences 
and expectations – from 
literacy being important to 
learn and grow through to 
literacy being a necessary 
tool to get by in life

Some parents felt that 
the expectations and 
standards of what it means 
to be kindergarten ready are 
continuously increasing. Some 
parents feel there is a lot of 
focus on literacy skills and that 
this compromises the more 
holistic development of young 
children. A tension is emerging 
between the need to balance 
the holistic and emotional 
development of a child with 
basic literacy

Formal child care providers 
can provide vastly different 
learning environments 
for the children they are 
providing care for. For 
some providers their focus 
is to provide a warm, 
safe space with mainly 
passive entertainment 
for a child (such as TV or 
DVDs) through to a focus 
on supporting the child’s 
independence, emotional 
development and literacy

I volunteer for reading at 
school twice a week. The kids that 
don’t get read to at home are really 
excited to see me, they clamor for 
the attention.

PARENT

Parents use a variety of 
tools to help their child 
learn such as books, 
electronics, toys, DVDs and 
TV (and there were some 
parents who used very few 
tools to assist learning)

The school teaches for a 
learning style, not all kids can 
engage and learn that way  

PARENT

KEY INSIGHT
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I’m never going to be 
able to get out of debt 
or pay for my kid’s 
college education.

I can put a roof over 
my children’s head 
but I can’t give them 
the time they need.

College is not for us, we don’t 
want our children to start life with  
a debt.  

PARENT  
(who has a large medical debt)

I am in medical debt, the 
insurance cancelled me. I don’t 
have a choice, I have to work 
because I have a lot of debt and 
even though we are working, we’re 
still hurting and it’s hard to be good 
parents because there is always 
stress on your mind. I have never 
been a negative person but lately 
I feel what am I trying so hard for? 
I’m never going to be able to get out 
of debt or pay for my kid’s college 
education. I wish that I had been 
able to educate myself before and 
not be in the position that I’m in.  

PARENT

KEY INSIGHT

Receiving a low wage/
income is often a strong 
motivator for parents 
wanting their children to 
have more opportunities, 
however because of work 
and family pressures they 
often don’t have the time 
or mental capacity to help 
their children with their 
learning or proactively 
engage with the school

We work really hard all the time 
but we can never get ahead, I can 
put a roof over my children’s head 
but I can’t give them the time they 
need.

PARENT

“We are working hard, 
however we live paycheck 
to paycheck and we just 
can’t get ahead. The jobs I’m 
qualified for, the hours I work 
and other daily challenges 
(such as lack of transport 
options) impact on my ability 
to make a better life for my 
family. Also any unexpected 
expense or issue changes 
everything for our family”

What we heard
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I really budget 
my money, it’s 
tight and we 
just make it by.

You don’t have the time to 
show them the way but at the same 
time you have to feed them and it’s 
sad. Sometimes I think: ‘Oh, wish  
I could stay home with X, play with 
her all day the way that I used to 
be able to when she was little’. That 
would be so nice but at the same 
time I think I won’t have a car to get 
her to her doctor’s appointment.  
No, I’ve got to go to work.  

PARENT

If I was more wealthy that 
definitely would take a lot of our 
problems away. We wouldn’t have 
to worry; my stresses would be a lot 
different. I really budget my money, 
it’s tight and we just make it by. 

PARENT

KEY INSIGHT

Sometimes parents make 
choices that are not ideal 
for their family due to cost 
or time constraints (such 
as buying takeaway food 
because it’s cheaper 
and means there is more 
time to spend doing other 
things at home rather than 
spending time preparing 
meals)

KEY INSIGHT

For many of the parents 
interviewed there was little 
time or opportunity for ‘self-
care’. Parents are often 
going without things for 
themselves, such as seeing 
a Doctor or purchasing 
the necessary medication, 
as they prioritize their 
children’s needs first 

Some parents spoken to 
couldn’t afford to work 
due to the high costs of 
childcare or little flexibility 
in work schedules (where 
child care wasn’t available 
at the right times)

For parents it can be a 
constant juggling act to 
prioritize expenses – 
which is stressful and 
demoralizing 

KEY INSIGHT

KEY INSIGHT
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Parents may have large 
family networks within the 
county, however parents 
often felt they couldn’t rely 
on their families or didn’t 
see their homes as a safe 
place to leave their children 
because of mental illness, 
drugs, alcohol or abuse 

They’re good people [their 
wider family], we just don’t agree 
with a lot of stuff that goes on so we 
just choose to stand back a little bit 
not get so wrapped up in what they 
decide to do.  

PARENT

KEY INSIGHT

There are many aspects 
to isolation – it’s not 
solely due to physical 
isolation. For many parents 
interviewed it was about 
social and emotional 
isolation – in particular 
challenges/issues within 
their own families or 
isolation from others due 
to mental health and other 
issues 

For some parents 
interviewed they simply 
didn’t know what services 
were available to support 
them, while for others 
it was an access issue, 
especially for families 
located outside of 
Crescent City

There is a long history of 
mental illness in our family, it 
prevents us from being able to 
sustain a relationship with parts  
of our family. 

PARENT

[What we need is…] tutors 
for the kids at 4pm when they get 
off the bus at Klamath, and the 
community center open to all kids. 
Kids traveling from Klamath to 
Crescent City for school can not 
take advantage of the after school 
program because there is no 
school bus home. The public bus is 
not safe, it’s full of pedophiles.  

PARENT

KEY INSIGHT

KEY INSIGHT

“We feel so isolated from 
support networks and 
resources. We don’t have 
family to support us or if 
we do have family locally 
we don’t feel comfortable 
exposing our children to their 
influences. We need more 
support and access across 
the system - schools, the 
medical profession, financial, 
community services and 
transportation”

What we heard
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We have family here but 
because of mental health and 
addiction I can’t rely on them or  
feel safe leaving my kids with them.  
I don’t want my kids mixed up in 
that world. 

PARENT

Financially we don’t qualify for 
anything so we’re on our own but 
you know I was raised by my aunt 
who taught me to be strong and 
that’s who I am, I try not to rely on 
anybody for help.  

PARENT

I don’t have a big family I rely 
on myself. I have friends but they all 
work. It is hard to find a babysitter,  
if the kids are sick I need to take 
time off work.  

PARENT

Resources for middle-class 
working families. I work, my 
husband works; we really try and 
it’s not happening. We don’t qualify 
for anything because we work. I 
would love to see resources there 
for the hard working middle class 
families. 

PARENT

KEY INSIGHT

Lack of public transport 
options and the often 
inclement weather across 
the county impacts on 
parents’ ability to make use 
of resources that are offered 
within Crescent City. Parents 
are looking for more locally-
based services (examples 
given by parents included 
access to the Wonder Bus 
and locally-based school 
programs) 

While some families did 
perceive easy access to 
technology as helping with 
their sense of isolation, 
for others it added to their 
sense of isolation as there 
was often less face-to-face 
engagement which is so 
critical

KEY INSIGHT

We have family here 
but because of mental 
health and addiction I 
can’t rely on them or 
feel safe leaving my 
kids with them.

I don’t have a big 
family I rely on myself.

Financially we don’t 
qualify for anything so 
we’re on our own...
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Each parent had their 
own story to tell. Parents 
are looking for educators 
and those in the system 
to take the time to get to 
know them on a personal 
level and understand their 
situation, which could be 
impacting on their ability 
to spend time helping their 
children learn and grow

If I had one wish it would 
be that my kids don’t have the 
struggles me and my husband had 
to endure: no racism, no judgment, 
no prejudice. That we are valued for 
who we are.  

PARENT

KEY INSIGHT

KEY INSIGHT

Every parent who was 
interviewed cared about 
their child’s learning even 
if they were struggling 
financially, emotionally 
or physically. Parents 
who had very challenging 
upbringings often 
commented about not 
wanting their children to 
experience the challenges 
they had in their own lives

I want to make sure that there’s 
enough support for them [my 
children], for any level that they’re at 
and I want them to know that school 
is a safe place. When they go there 
they’re not going to get judged by 
their peers or their teachers. They’ll 
be there to help them. 

PARENT

If I had one wish it 
would be that my kids 
don’t have the struggles 
me and my husband 
had to endure. 

“Please don’t judge me or  
my children. Take the time  
to learn our story. 
Acknowledge us and what 
we’ve been through and let’s 
create solutions together.  
My circumstances do not 
define me”

What we heard
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I feel that my kids 
are judged when 
we can’t get the 
homework done...

I feel that my kids are judged 
when we can’t get the homework 
done, when I don’t have time to 
be an engaged parent and when 
they miss school and fall behind 
because they are genuinely sick. 
After my daughter was away from 
school because she was very 
sick she said ‘I don’t want to go 
to school because the teacher 
doesn’t like me’ and she lost a 
lot of self-confidence about her 
reading.  

PARENT

But if I could wave a wand I 
just think for people not to judge 
people based on race. Not to look 
at someone and all of sudden 
come to a conclusion. I think that 
would just ease a lot of stuff. Who 
wants stress? You want harmony. 
Togetherness.  

PARENT

Due to what was going on I 
really buried myself in books, for 
me it was an escape from reality. 
I was able to sit down and read 
to myself and be by myself. So 
that was something that I took on 
myself, nobody really pushed me 
to read or recommended me to 
read, it was just myself 

PARENT REFLECTING ON 
THEIR UPBRINGING IN THE 
FOSTER CARE SYSTEM

KEY INSIGHT

KEY INSIGHT

Families felt that if there 
was a negative perception 
of who they were as a 
family this could create 
barriers in terms of how 
educators, and others, 
engaged with them

Working in partnership with 
teachers to get the best 
outcomes for children was 
important to parents. From 
the parents’ perspective, 
it’s particularly important for 
teachers to take the time to 
know their child’s story, not 
to judge the child for their 
personal circumstances 
and learn what their child is 
interested in/how they like 
to learn 
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To be able to survive each day 
parents are putting in place rigid 
routines and schedules to ensure 
the family gets where they need 
to be on time every day. Parents 
feel a huge amount of stress if 
something happens which puts 
them behind in their schedule, 
which can be something as little 
as a child being slower to get 
ready in the morning. This was a 
particular issue for single parents

Sometimes I wish my kids 
were a little more independent 
and didn’t expect so much and 
then I think I don’t give them 
everything that they need. I wear 
so many hats that I feel like I 
just don’t have anything left. I 
have recently started going to 
counselling to try to see how to 
juggle all my different jobs.  

PARENT

They need to be in bed and 
kind of hushed by eight thirty so 
that we can have at least fifteen/
twenty minutes before his day 
starts, my day ends. And, I’m 
tired, you know…  

PARENT

The majority of parents 
interviewed spoke about 
feeling time poor and the 
implications this had on 
their daily lives – feeling 
extremely guilty and 
overwhelmed about not 
having quality time for 
their children, little time to 
engage with the school and 
no time for just having fun 
as a family

An additional stress for 
parents is having to have 
a plan B if something goes 
wrong (the car breaks 
down, one of the children 
is sick so can’t go to school 
etc) and having to ensure 
there is always someone 
available they can count on 
in emergencies

I feel like between work and 
getting my family ready, I only see 
my daughter a few moments before 
school and when I put her to bed.

PARENT

KEY INSIGHT

KEY INSIGHT

KEY INSIGHT

“My days start very early and 
end very late. I rush around 
all day trying to juggle the 
needs of my children, my job 
and my other responsibilities. 
I am time poor and feel guilty 
about not having quality time 
to spend with my kids helping 
them learn and grow”

What we heard
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[in relation to the school] I’m 
more of a ‘tell me what you need, 
I’ll buy it and I’ll bring it to you,” 
because I don’t have a lot of time 
to give. When X was younger; I 
was running all the fund-raisers, I 
was really an involved parent but 
now that I’ve got the younger three 
and I have to work, I don’t get time 
for that. I feel like I’m depriving 
them but I just can’t… I feel like I 
can’t overwhelm myself with trying 
to do one more thing, one more hat. 
It’s just not even possible.  

PARENT

I wish I could move my job 
here to the city. If I could have the 
schedule of 9am to 3pm that would 
be the perfect schedule because 
that would give me plenty of time 
to get my kids to school and not 
having to rush them… so that 
they wouldn’t feel rushed in the 
mornings and none of us would 
feel rushed. 

PARENT

I feel like I can’t 
overwhelm myself 
with trying to do 
one more thing.

...I’ve got to get one 
to daycare, two to 
school and myself to 
work, all at the same 
time. That’s just life.

I wish I could move my 
job here to the city. If I 
could have the schedule 
of 9am-3pm that would 
be the perfect schedule...

My typical day; my alarm rings 
at six. I shower and get myself ready 
for work and then I start fighting with 
the kids to wake up. Doesn’t always 
happen, they are not morning 
people so it takes me about twenty 
minutes to get them sorted. Finally 
get them to put all their clothes on; 
brush their teeth. If there is enough 
time we will do a bowl of cereal. If 
there is no time it is literally like a 
gogurt in the car because I’ve got 
to get one to daycare, two to school 
and myself to work, all at the same 
time. That’s just life.  

PARENT

KEY INSIGHT

Families are having very long 
days – with children needing 
to be up and ready for care/
school early in the morning 
and often not returning home 
until late in the day/early 
evening. This has implications 
for the amount of time parents 
get to spend with their children 
on a daily basis 

Parents commented they 
had very little time for 
self-care – their priority 
is their children and their 
work, they put any personal 
needs for themselves a 
very distant last

KEY INSIGHT
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Many parents interviewed were 
fearful of the impacts of their 
children having free time, being 
bored or becoming disengaged 
with their schooling. For many 
their concern was this could 
lead to addiction, violence, 
dropping out of school or 
getting pregnant at a young 
age – due in part to the high 
prevalence of these types of 
issues in Del Norte county

I worry about him being turned 
off education, they shut down and 
turn to addiction.  

PARENT

She’s not interested in anything 
but school and cheer which is good. 
And so we’re just keeping busy, if 
you don’t keep the kids busy with 
activities they’re just going to end 
up getting in trouble. That’s what 
happened to me so I focus on 
keeping them busy.  

PARENT

KEY INSIGHT

KEY INSIGHT

KEY INSIGHT

A common theme parents 
spoke about was the need 
to keep their children safe, 
particularly as they became 
teenagers 

Because of the potential 
risk of children becoming 
bored and disengaged at 
school, parents are looking 
to educators to engage with 
children’s different learning 
styles and interests – to 
help keep them interested 
and motivated 

We don’t live in poverty but the 
lack of safety, tragedy and heart 
break impacts on all of us.

PARENT

“Our focus is keeping our 
children safe from drugs, 
alcohol, violence and  
bullying so we keep them 
busy with sports, groups,  
after-school programs and 
church activities. I don’t  
want my child to get bored 
and drop out of school or  
get into trouble.”

What we heard
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I fell behind at high school and 
ended up getting into trouble. 

PARENT

The little ones are fine; my 
issue with the school system is 
they want to teach everybody one 
learning style and they’re not all 
the same character. They’re not 
all the same person. That’s part of 
the reason why my oldest daughter 
started getting herself a little bit 
more troublesome because she’s 
bored.  

PARENT

If you don’t keep the kids busy 
with activities they’re just going to 
end up getting in trouble and that’s 
kind of like what happened to me 
so I kind of focus on keeping them 
busy.  

PARENT

I want school to be a safe 
place for them. 

PARENT

KEY INSIGHT

Some parents are making 
very conscious decisions 
about where to send 
their children to school, 
to avoid schools with 
they perceive as being a 
‘higher risk’ of not engaging 
their children (which can 
result in children being 
moved around schools 
quite frequently, or for 
some parents making the 
decision to home-school) 

Parents who are particularly 
active in their children’s 
after school activities often 
become coaches and 
community leaders

I’m worried about my son’s 
mental health and self-esteem, 
he comes from a medicine 
family, we believe in that and we 
need counseling support that 
understands that. 

PARENT

...My issue with the school 
system is they want to 
teach everybody one 
learning style and they’re 
not all the same character.

I’m worried about  
my son’s mental health  
and self-esteem...

KEY INSIGHT
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...it’s not possible 
to engage to the 
level required with 
three kids who have 
different needs for 
help and a baby.

For parents, engagement 
is a two-way street. They 
are looking for teachers to 
assist them with proactive, 
timely communication and 
help them in developing 
their children’s education at 
home

Communication and parent 
engagement is non existent, there 
is no way for two working parents 
to be involved in school. 

PARENT

The school needs to be more 
empathetic and recognize that 
families only get a couple of hours 
together a day together and that in 
1.5 hours it’s not possible to engage 
to the level required with three kids 
who have different needs for help 
and a baby.  

PARENT

KEY INSIGHT KEY INSIGHT

Many of the parents interviewed 
commented about the barriers 
to them being involved in their 
child’s education, particularly 
in relation to time pressures 
for working parents. Parents 
are looking for teachers to be 
more understanding about 
the pressures they are under 
and be more realistic in their 
expectations about how much 
time a parent can actively 
engage with the school

For some parents, they 
see it as the role of the 
school system to educate 
their child, and that they 
themselves have a minimal 
role to play in helping their 
children learn outside of the 
school environment

Don’t tell me, show me, I need 
to know how to support my child’s 
learning.

PARENT

Don’t tell me show me. 
I need to know how 
to support my child’s 
learning.

KEY INSIGHT

“I want my child to do well but 
I don’t feel welcome in the 
school or don’t have time to 
participate. I often don’t know 
what to do so I let the schools 
be the experts. When there is 
a trusted relationship with a 
teacher I have the confidence 
to engage.”

What we heard
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Early Head Start prepares 
the kids for school but there is no 
support for parents to know what 
they are doing. 

PARENT

My daughter’s teacher she’s 
very compassionate and takes the 
time to be there emotionally, not 
just teaching, she’s very supportive. 
She went out of her way to talk to 
me about what life is like for X at 
school. She stepped outside of 
her job and is really doing her best 
to help the students and I really 
admire that. I think that’s a good 
way to help children adjust and 
to learn better at school when the 
teachers are really trying to help 
like that.  

PARENT

The things that made a 
difference to my son was the 
relationship we built with his teacher. 
She took the time to know him. For 
the first time since he started school 
is homework was tailored to his 
needs. Now he gets up at 5.30am 
everyday to do his homework.  

PARENT

DIBEL scores, I don’t 
understand what DIBEL tells me… 
It doesn’t tell me what I can do to 
help my kid. 

PARENT

Parents commented that 
if a school is not being 
receptive or adapting to 
their child’s learning style 
or interests they will move 
their child to another 
educational environmental 
to get their child what they 
need

Families in different stratas 
of experience and need have 
different barriers to engaging 
in their child’s learning from 
time pressures and work 
priorities through to language 
and education barriers and 
lack of trust/confidence in 
the educational system 
(sometimes driven by their 
own educational experience)

I would like more direction 
from the school. I need specific 
things that I can do to help him 
function in school.  

PARENT

I really do trust the school 
system. But as a parent I always 
wanted them to become more 
knowledgeable and I know there’s 
more things I can probably do to 
help them. 

PARENT

My daughter’s 
teacher she’s very 
compassionate and 
takes the time to be 
there emotionally, not 
just teaching...

...there is no support 
for parents to know 
what they are doing.

KEY INSIGHT

KEY INSIGHT
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The following pages outline what educators told 
the researchers about their experiences and 
the key insights that emerged from the empathy 
interviews with educators

Educator
3
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Insights
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Finding the time to 
dedicate to professional 
development is hard for 
many educators, given 
the busyness of their daily 
teaching role, and their own 
family commitments

We don’t get a lot of prep 
time or time for professional 
development, it’s usually on 
weekends or evenings and for me 
that’s hard because I have started 
a second family.  

TEACHER

I think that there is enough 
out there for the providers. I think 
there is enough help out there and 
resources for them and you know  
I would like the wonder bus to  
come by here and I have asked a 
few times and nothing has come  
up of it.  

FAMILY HOME CARE PROVIDER

KEY INSIGHT

KEY INSIGHT

Some educators 
commented that their 
professional development 
needs were being 
recognized and met 
through the coaches in the 
state school system

“I need access to, and 
the time for, professional 
development around new 
approaches and standards 
because the curriculum 
changes so frequently and 
children’s behaviors needs 
have escalated over time”

What we heard We don’t get a lot 
of prep time or time 
for professional 
development.
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KEY INSIGHT

Educators are finding it 
challenging at times to 
keep up with the ongoing 
changes to the school 
curriculum and are looking 
for access to more training 
to effectively implement 
the changes in their 
classrooms 

I take advantage of every bit 
of training available and then I 
tailor it to meet the needs of my 
students.

EDUCATOR

A few years ago we did 
something called ‘cell work’ I think, 
it was done during the same time 
period as reading recovery and, 
those were the most positive years 
of my teaching because we were 
encouraged to take a little from 
here, a little from here and use it  
to do what works. 

TEACHER

Some pre-school 
professionals commented 
that they have access to 
professional development 
however they don’t have 
access to quality coaching

KEY INSIGHT

I take advantage of 
every bit of training 
available...
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“I need children to be ready 
to learn. Children coming 
through my class have 
such a broad range of 
pre-kindergarten learning 
experiences that meeting 
their needs takes a lot of 
additional time, resources 
and energy. It also negatively 
impacts on the children who 
enter school prepared for the 
new learning environment”

What we heard

It seems like readiness to 
begin school has changed in 
general… in our kindergarten 
classes it seems like there are 
some kids that have never sat 
down in a formal group before, 
handled scissors, handled a 
pencil… however our expectations 
have changed a lot.  

TEACHER

KEY INSIGHT

Some educators 
commented that there isn’t 
a well-defined road map for 
milestones of what a child 
needs to “be kindergarten 
ready” which is readily 
available to parents 

Some teachers commented 
that they’re concerned 
that children who enter 
kindergarten well prepared 
from an educational, social 
and emotional level are not 
being developed to their fullest 
potential (or as quickly as they 
could) due to the time teachers 
are needing to spend getting 
other children ‘up-to-speed’

The kids that come from 
preschool are way ahead of kids 
that I had back in the 90s and early 
2000s, many know most letters, how 
to write their names, they are more 
familiar with school. 

TEACHER

The other challenge is we have 
some children who have had so 
little contact with education in the 
home, it is simply not a priority, 
they walk in the door unprepared. 
When a child walks in unprepared 
and you pile any sort of problems 
at home on top of that, education 
is a low priority. You think that 
child is going to be paying 
attention at all? 

TEACHER

KEY INSIGHT

The kids that come 
from preschool are 
way ahead of kids that 
I had back in the 90s 
and early 2000s...
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School teachers feel the 
impacts of the range of 
pre-kindergarten options 
available to parents, 
which focus on literacy 
and learning to differing 
degrees – family child care, 
pre-school, being at home 
with parents

Like the kids, parents have got 
these things going on in their lives, 
how on earth are they going to be 
concerned about education. It’s like 
the child whose father has been 
hitting them at home, how on earth 
are they going to be concentrating 
when they are thinking about how 
awful that was, how on earth are 
these parents going to engage in 
education.  

TEACHER

It’s on me to differentiate 
through all the students and it is 
not a one size fits and you have 
kids coming in, some that are not 
reading. I have some kids that 
still can’t recognize 26 letters at 
second grade and I have some 
that are reading at a super high 
level 

TEACHER

A common theme that has emerged 
for teachers is that children having 
access to quality preschool 
education is important – when 
children attend preschool they are 
more likely to be ready to read, 
learn and move forward. Teachers 
commented in particular that 
children with these early childhood 
learning experiences are quite far 
ahead of children who start school 
without attending a preschool

KEY INSIGHT

KEY INSIGHT
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Teachers are seeking 
more training, support and 
interventions to assist them 
in dealing with children 
with high or special needs, 
particularly one-on-one in 
the classroom

I think meth has totally 
changed the face of our community 
when it comes to some of the kids 
because there are some major 
issues going on with kids .  

EDUCATOR

Children’s problems, 
definitely children’s problems. I 
don’t think we have services here 
and sometimes we’re ill-equipped 
to deal with some of the emotional 
issues. We’ve had some very high 
profile kids that have needed a lot 
of support and sometimes it’s really 
hard to access those services.  

EDUCATOR

KEY INSIGHT

Many teachers commented 
that children who have high 
behavioral needs can end 
up dominating a classroom 
and their teacher’s 
attention. This has obvious 
impacts for the other 
children in the class, and it 
also very stressful and time 
consuming for the teacher

Some parents are concerned 
about the disruptions some 
children are causing in 
class and the impacts this is 
having on their own child’s 
learning. This can result in 
parents removing a child 
from that class, or a specific 
school, to avoid children with 
behavioral issues

There are some children who 
are affected by the community that 
we live in. There are these parents 
who are dependent on drugs, they 
have a lot of domestic violence, 
education is not a priority. Especially 
the domestic violence, those kids 
can be my biggest challenge 
because they are so angry. 

TEACHER

KEY INSIGHT

“I do not feel equipped to 
handle the wide range 
of behaviors, trauma and 
special needs children are 
displaying in my classroom. 
The process to get help is 
complex and the topic is a 
challenging and sensitive one 
to discuss with my parents. 
What I have learned though 
is early assessment and 
intervention is vital”

What we heard
KEY INSIGHT

There are some children 
who are affected by the 
community that we live in.

I think that meth 
has totally changed 
the face of our 
community...
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I think our school district does an 
amazing job with interventions… they 
see kids that aren’t meeting grade level 
standards and they hire an intervention 
teacher, they hire a data coach, they 
learn strategies on how to teach a student 
that’s not meeting grade level. I love all 
of the time and attention that they put into 
that, however anybody who is meeting or 
exceeding grade level standards I think are 
the lost ones… they don’t get that actual 
intervention that helps them to improve 
themselves… I wish that they would also 
provide services for those that excel.  

A PARENT’S VIEW  
ON THE IMPACT OF CHILDREN WITH  
HIGH NEEDS IN A CLASSROOM

I think that the behaviors that 
we have seen are sometimes more 
difficult. Like it used to be one 
high-needs student in a grade level 
but now there is pretty much one in 
each classroom. 

TEACHER

Substance abuse, that’s 
probably one of the more common 
in this county. I am sure poverty 
plays a role but I think there is more 
to it than just poverty. There are so 
many kids now where they don’t 
read and sometimes you think ‘well 
its poverty’ but I don’t think it is 
because there wasn’t a lot of extra 
money in my home but we had 
books and it was valued.  

TEACHER

I think that anybody can teach 
an average to exceptionally bright 
child to read, but there is definitely 
an art to teaching someone who 
is coming in with little literacy 
background. 

TEACHER

Teachers commented that there can be a reluctance to diagnose a 
child too early with learning difficulties or behavior issues, however 
from the teacher’s perspective early diagnosis is key – both for the 
child and the teacher. The cost of undiagnosed learning difficulties 
for the child include the potential for the child to lose confidence 
and develop additional behavioral problems due to not being able 
to engage in class. Teachers are looking for more co-ordination of 
wrap-around services for high-needs children 

Foster care children should 
not be shifted around schools. Too 
many changes, then you miss the 
gaps in their education. 

FOSTER CARE PARENT

KEY INSIGHT

...I wish that they 
would also provide 
services for those 
that excel.

...there is definitely 
an art to teaching 
someone who is 
coming in with little 
literacy background.



36 Educator Insights

I mean you definitely go and 
buy them clothes and backpacks 
and snacks and food to make sure 
that they have their essentials. Kids 
are coming to school with no coats 
and all this rain we have. I had a 
family where Mom was evicted, so 
Dad took the kids and they walk to 
school all the time but the little girl 
comes with her short sleeves…  
Yes you help out because you want 
to make sure those kids are taken 
care of.  

TEACHER

Many teachers commented 
about buying children in their 
class the basic necessities to 
ensure the child was being 
properly cared for and not 
being bullied in class. For 
some teachers this went 
even further, for example 
taking children to see a doctor 
because they were concerned 
about their health 

We are just the wind in their sails, 
parents are piloting the ship.

TEACHER

If I could wave a magic wand 
parents would be better role 
models for their kids.  

TEACHER

“I need parents/guardians 
of children who are in my 
class to be on my team. I 
know parents love their 
children, however it’s a huge 
frustration when I feel like I 
am responsible for everything 
to do with their child – not just 
education but food, clothes 
and school supplies”

What we heard

KEY INSIGHT

We are just the wind  
in their sails, parents 
are piloting the ship.

Yes you help out 
because you want to 
make sure those kids 
are taken care of.
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Many of the teachers 
commented that the 
children are only at school 
and under their care for 
part of the day. Teachers 
are often concerned 
about what goes on for 
children outside of the 
school environment and 
the impact this has on their 
education and learning

Teachers are looking for 
parents to be part of a team 
committed to their child’s 
education – they see a 
two-way partnership as 
being critical for a child’s 
learning success

A few years ago I had a parent 
that I didn’t even know what they 
looked like the whole year 

TEACHER

Parents need to interact with 
their children, talk with them, 
not just sit them in front of their 
electronics. When I talk to parents 
about the school day that’s the one 
question ‘what about homework? I 
haven’t seen any home work from 
you?’. I want your child to read but 
then I want you to talk about the 
book. I want them to be involved 
with their kids and to show the  
kids that they are important. Life  
is busy but take a moment or two 
to just let them know that they  
are important. 

TEACHER

Teachers displayed a level of 
frustration with some parents 
who didn’t seem to interact 
with their children and take an 
active interest in their learning 
and education

KEY INSIGHT

KEY INSIGHT

Life is busy but take a 
moment or two to just 
let them know that they 
are important.

KEY INSIGHT
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The busyness of the role 
is impacting on some 
teachers, with a higher-risk 
of burnout and little time 
for teachers to ensure they 
are looking after their own 
physical, emotional and 
mental wellbeing

The days are so short there  
is so much to get through on  
each day.  

TEACHER

A typical day for me is a very 
busy day. I do have a morning 
routine - you do calendars, counting, 
the months, the days, you have a 
little bit of music - all within the first 
15 minutes there’s a whole bunch  
of things that happen. Then I do 
independent groups which include 
iPads. Then they have a binder 
in my kindergarten class that is 
designed for every student so 
maybe one child might be working 
on the letter ‘S’ but another child 
is writing sentences, so it’s very 
individualized what they’re doing.  

EDUCATOR

KEY INSIGHT

Some teachers commented 
on the sheer volume of 
work they have to do, a lot 
of which occurs outside of 
the day-to-day classes they 
teach – they feel their role 
is often 24 hours a day, 
seven days a week

There is no time for leisure 
reading in the classroom. because 
we’re on such a tight schedule.

TEACHER

“I am overwhelmed by 
everything I need to provide 
and do for my students 
throughout the work-day. 
I don’t just teach, I have 
planning and paperwork as 
well as looking out for the 
children. I have to spend a 
lot of my own time, money 
and resources to meet my 
students needs and the many 
requirements of the School 
District and State”

What we heard KEY INSIGHT

A typical day for me 
is a very busy day...

...we’re on such 
a tight schedule
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Educators are given a 
budget for the school year, 
however a common theme 
that emerged was that the 
budget was never enough 
to provide all the supplies 
required over a course of 
a year and teachers were 
funding supplies and other 
items from their own funds

My husband every month 
says ‘who did we adopt this month’. 
Because every month we buy three 
pairs of shoes every month. I buy 
underwear and I provide all snacks 
in my room. It is kind of funny 
because over half my cheque is 
spent in class on the kids in this 
community easily.  

TEACHER

Every month I’d say I put 
between $500 and sometimes up  
to $1000 of my own money in to  
my class.

TEACHER

I have kids that I buy coats for, 
I buy their backpacks, I buy their 
shoes. I had a child that was late 
all the time and they said it was 
because they didn’t have an alarm 
clock so you do what you have to 
do to make it work for them.  

TEACHER

I think it’s really really tragic 
that our district used to have an 
intervention teacher at every school 
site and now this year it’s down to 
one, at least in elementary. 

TEACHER

Teachers are conscious 
that it’s important for 
children to have what they 
need to be able to learn, 
develop and ‘fit in’ at school 
so they’re willing to go the 
extra mile to help ensure 
children succeed

While teachers commented about 
the challenges with the role, the 
majority also commented about 
the importance of developing 
literacy as a priority. They are, 
however concerned with the 
challenges with some students, 
and the size of classes, that they 
don’t have enough time to meet 
the individual needs of students

KEY INSIGHT

KEY INSIGHT

KEY INSIGHT
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Some teachers talked 
about the importance of 
having a strong relationship 
with each child, as this 
provides a perfect bridge 
to them learning in their 
class. There was also a 
focus on setting up a safe 
environment for children to 
learn and make mistakes

It makes me really proud of 
them and I’m amazed at how  
smart children are and I love them 
so much that it just makes me feel 
proud that they’re growing. I just 
want to encourage them to become 
a better and knowledgeable person 
so that they can function really well 
in society. I want them to feel loved 
and not neglected or anything like 
that.  

FAMILY HOME CARE 
PROVIDERS

KEY INSIGHT

All the educators commented 
about the love they have 
for children and their love 
of learning, which are both 
extremely strong motivators 
for teachers in their role

The current teacher keeps eight 
kids back after school to help with 
homework and reading, we really 
appreciate the extra attention to 
help our daughter catch up.

PARENT

“My love for children is 
the driving force behind 
everything I do for my 
students. I love to see my 
students reach milestones 
and achievements and be 
successful. The children 
are our community’s future. 
I feel privileged to play a 
significant role in a child’s 
life”

What we heard
KEY INSIGHT

...we really appreciate 
the extra attention 
to help our daughter 
catch up.
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I love the kids. This has to be 
the best confidence booster job; 
you are so loved. I think you feel 
so needed and I know I make a 
difference in their lives and it feels 
good. Also I love the literacy part, I 
love watching that part happen in 
the kids. I know that that is such 
an important skill and I just love 
watching it happen - the progress 
and the growth. Them getting 
excited and when they reach that 
goal… the sparkle in their eyes.  

TEACHER

A common theme from 
educators was that they 
didn’t see being a teacher 
as a job it was a passion 
and calling for them

Well every day is different. I 
don’t have a program that I follow. 
I don’t do a school readiness 
program because I have such a 
wide range of ages. But we do 
little things when we can. We 
do field trips if we can. The kids 
do read and you tell stories and 
things like that. It’s more just a 
home environment for the kids. 

FAMILY HOME CARE PROVIDER

I think literacy is extremely 
crucial, we’re not just building 
citizens of the community,  
we’re looking actually at leaders 
of this community that need to 
communicate with the government 
and everybody around it. And  
it’s crucial that we play a huge  
role here.  

TEACHER

KEY INSIGHT

I think literacy is 
extremely crucial, we’re 
not just building citizens 
of the community, we’re 
looking actually at leaders 
of this community...
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The following journey maps bring to  
life the lived experience of parents as 
their children grow, develop and  
progress towards starting kindergarten

The lived
3



43Lived experience

experience



The range of families we spoke to:

Aspirational

Purpose is a priority

Practical

Safety is a priority

Getting by

Day-to-day living is priority

Struggling

Under pressure in a world that 
feels unsafe and chaotic

Drowning

Overwhelmed by trauma ‒ mental 
illness, drugs, alcohol and abuse

The stratas are fragile and permeable: it may take just one big medical bill or unplanned 
incident for families to slip from getting by to struggling and at the same time individuals 
can move from growing up in a drowning family to being an aspirational parent

44 Lived experience

Segmenting families

Through the research 27 families with different 
backgrounds, ethnicity and from different 
geographic locations were interviewed. 
Segmenting the families that were interviewed 
is a way to make sense of cohorts of families 
who are experiencing different pressures that 
impact on preparing their children for school 
and supporting their learning and literacy 
development.

We also hypothesized that there is a fifth group, 
‘drowning’, that may be disengaged from the 
system and that some of the children who 
may sit within the drowning strata may be in 
foster care (we interviewed foster parents, and 
grandparents supporting these children). We 
also interviewed parents who had grown up in 
drowning families. 
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The four segments that emerged were:

Aspirational1

Practical2

Getting by3

Struggling4



Aspirational

Practical

Getting by

Struggling

Drowning

Parents all want the best for their child but what they can dream and how they are able  
to support their child’s learning depends on their own experience of education. “If I haven’t 
had a good educational experience myself it I hard to provide one for my child.”

Stratas of experience and learning expectations 

Struggling parents may have grown up in 
drowning families, could be teenage mums who 
managed to get through high-school with a lot of 
support that helped them stay engaged despite 
the odds. 

The children from drowning families may have 
been removed from parents and in foster care. 
If children are still at home they may not attend 
school regularly as there are so many barriers 
for these families.

Mental illness, trauma, drugs and alcohol 
contribute to the family’s disengagement 
from the system.Hypothesis
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Parents are college educated and may be the  
first person in their family to have a college 
education. They are conscious of the risks in the 
community and in their own family. They know 
what is possible for a quality education and what 

Parents value education as a pathway to a good, 
safe life. They have a stable job and they want 
their children to have stable employment. They 
don’t have high expectations outside of the 

Parents value education but they are often not 
well educated themselves so they do not have 
the personal experience or environment to feel 
confident supporting their children. They are 
working hard in low paying jobs, but they aren’t 

is best for their children. They have strategies 
for keeping their children safe and are confident 
advocates for their children. Their workarounds 
are about filling the gaps in the system

system but they know how the system works, 
what is available and how to keep their children 
safe. They are conscious of the risks in the 
community and in their own family 

eligible for a lot of services, they are time poor 
and are just managing to make ends meet. 
English may not be their first language. A lack 
of resources, time, language and confidence 
create barriers to engaging with the school

I’m concerned about my boy 
being bored at school, they follow the 
curriculum strictly but do not engage 
with him to develop his interests. 

I worry about him being 
turned off by education, they shut 
down and turn to addiction. 

I want to know 
more myself so I can 
show her the way. 

I feel judged. Parents want things to be different for their 
children but do not know how to make the 
change. The parents struggled at school, they 
may have disengaged from school or are teenage 
parents. Their wider family context puts them at 

risk, and their past experience of school has 
left them with low levels of trust of the system. 
Poverty, lack of confidence and lack of trust 
are barriers to engaging with services and the 
education system



Priority themes for each strata

46 Lived experience

The segmentation hypothesis of 
the strata has been developed 
further into a spectrum, which 
recognizes that there is no clear 
delineation between one segment 
and the next, it is blurred. This 
spectrum also highlights how 
families may move back and forth 
between the different segments 
at different stages in their lives, 
often due to a change in their 
circumstances such as losing 
employment, ill health or family 
changes such as having a baby.

AspirationalPracticalGetting byStrugglingDrowning

Parents want a different life for their families and themselves 
but don’t know how to get there

Parents are aware of the risk in their environment but may 
not have the proactive strategies for keeping their child safe

Parents know how to keep their children safe and 
provide an environment that supports learning but the 
children still face many of the same risks and barriers

The importance of intrinsic 
engagement

Fear of disengagement is because of safety

There are barriers to parents being involved in their childs’ education

Parents who are unemployed may have time for their 
children, however their life can lack structure

Parents want to be valued for who they are, not judged Parents have confidence in their identity and can 
share this with their children

Parents see literacy as 
critical for continuous 
learning and empowerment

Parents can view literacy as a necessity for day-to-day living

Rush, rush, rush

Literacy means different things to different people. Parents don’t have a shared understanding of what it means to be 
ready for kindergarten

Parents want and need support. Parents can find it hard to get timely support for their children. They need more support 
particularly for childrens mental health and learning disabilities



47Lived experience

“I struggle to provide for my 
child. I want them to have 
the things that I never did.”

48 Lived experience 49Lived experience

Can lack family 
support

Can be impacted by 
alcohol and drug use

May have 
health issues

Isolated

Financial stress

!

Access to pre-school and 
Headstart can be difficult

Lack of transportation

Not accessing 
resources

!

“I don’t have a car so 
sometimes it’s hard  
for me to get anywhere.”

Optimistic

I have a 
purpose, I am 
worth something 
as a parent.

I love seeing my 
child learn and grow. 
They are becoming 
more independant. 
What will happen when 
they go to school? 

I know I should 
limit screen time but 
sometimes I just need 
a quiet moment.

Last time I knew 
a kid who went to 
kindergarten was my 
sister, she’s 16 now. I am 
not sure what they need 
to know these days.

Conflicted

Struggling 
parents are not 
always aware of 
the resources 
available to them 
and can have 
issues accessing 
the ones they are 
aware of

There can be varing 
degrees of focus on 
a child’s learning 
and a limited range 
of tools used by the 
parents

Struggling parents

Their lived experience

My context

Baby born Pregnant with second childMove in with family

Baby to toddler 0-3

Anxious

Pre-kindergarten 3-5

GuiltyLoved

Where we live
I am living in a basic 
home or with family. We 
are surrounded by a 
high risk environment.

What motivates me
My baby has given me a 
purpose and motivates me to 
make our lives better. I don’t 
have a good role model for 
what ‘better’ looks like.

Our child’s learning
I do not know how to engage with 
my child’s learning or advocate for 
my child in a positive way. I have 
struggled with disengagement from 
school, I have low levels of trust.

Our employment
I am unemployed so I have  
time to spend with my child.  
I do not have the resources, 
experiences or role models to 
know how to optimize that time.

INSIGHT INSIGHT

The transition to 
kindergarten is hard for 
the child and parent. 
As a result the child’s 
behavior can deteriorate

Child acting up 
at school and at 
home because of 
home situation and 
financial stress

!

Proud

There were so many 
times when I wanted to 
ask so many questions at 
the open night and I didn’t 
raise my hand. I couldn’t 
do it. I didn’t know how to 
ask the right question.

I don’t know how to 
help with my child’s school 
work. The teachers will help 
my child. 

We are struggling 
with behavior. What 
could help? 

I don’t have much 
to do with the school. I 
feel judged about my 
home situation and I 
don’t have confidence 
in my own education to 
participate. 

!

Move in with boyfriend and his child Pregnant with third child

Kindergarten 5 School 6-9

Pressured Isolated FrustratedUpset Inadequate

Educator experience

Supporting a child 
in learning is often 
stressful. Parents 
don’t know what is 
required or needed

INSIGHT

Children’s behavioral issues as they 
transition from a lack of routine to a more 
structured day disrupts the whole class. 
Their behavior needs my time and 
attention, which can be very draining.  
It’s also very unsettling for all the children

It seems that I often have to play a 
broader role with these children – 
spending my time and own resources to 
help them learn, grow and fit in. I care so 
I do this, however I really want to work in 
partnership with the child’s parent/s 

I’m impacted by children who start kindergarten 
with limited learning experiences and social/
emotional skills. I need to spend additional time, 
resources and energy working with them, which 
takes time away from children who start school 
more prepared for the new learning environment

Stressed

What these experience maps convey

What parents say

Life events that 
happen and their 
emotional state

What people  
feel (positive  
and negative)

What educator experience  
(positive and negative)

Bringing families lived experience to life

Insights

The family context 
and background

The purpose of the journey maps is to bring to life the lived experience of parents as 
their children grow, develop and progress towards starting kindergarten. The maps also 
convey key aspects of educators experiences when these children join their class.

Pain points



“I struggle to provide for my 
child. I want them to have 
the things that I never did.”
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Can lack family 
support

Can be impacted by 
alcohol and drug use
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Financial stress
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Access to pre-school and 
Headstart can be difficult
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Not accessing 
resources
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“I don’t have a car so 
sometimes it’s hard  
for me to get anywhere.”

Optimistic

I have a 
purpose, I am 
worth something 
as a parent.

I love seeing my 
child learn and grow. 
They are becoming 
more independant. 
What will happen when 
they go to school? 

I know I should 
limit screen time but 
sometimes I just need 
a quiet moment.

Last time I knew 
a kid who went to 
kindergarten was my 
sister, she’s 16 now. I am 
not sure what they need 
to know these days.

Conflicted

Struggling 
parents are not 
always aware of 
the resources 
available to them 
and can have 
issues accessing 
the ones they are 
aware of

There can be varing 
degrees of focus on 
a child’s learning 
and a limited range 
of tools used by the 
parents

Struggling parents

Their lived experience

My context

Baby born Pregnant with second childMove in with family

Baby to toddler 0-3

Anxious

Pre-kindergarten 3-5

GuiltyLoved

Where we live
I am living in a basic 
home or with family. We 
are surrounded by a 
high risk environment.

What motivates me
My baby has given me a 
purpose and motivates me to 
make our lives better. I don’t 
have a good role model for 
what ‘better’ looks like.

Our child’s learning
I do not know how to engage with 
my child’s learning or advocate for 
my child in a positive way. I have 
struggled with disengagement from 
school, I have low levels of trust.

Our employment
I am unemployed so I have  
time to spend with my child.  
I do not have the resources, 
experiences or role models to 
know how to optimize that time.

INSIGHT INSIGHT

Stressed
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The transition to 
kindergarten is hard for 
the child and parent. 
As a result the child’s 
behavior can deteriorate

Child acting up 
at school and at 
home because of 
home situation and 
financial stress

!

Proud

There were so many 
times when I wanted to 
ask so many questions at 
the open night and I didn’t 
raise my hand. I couldn’t 
do it. I didn’t know how to 
ask the right question.

I don’t know how to 
help with my child’s school 
work. The teachers will help 
my child. 

We are struggling 
with behavior. What 
could help? 

I don’t have much 
to do with the school. I 
feel judged about my 
home situation and I 
don’t have confidence 
in my own education to 
participate. 

!

Move in with boyfriend and his child Pregnant with third child

Kindergarten 5 School 6-9

Pressured Isolated FrustratedUpset Inadequate

Educator experience

Supporting a child 
in learning is often 
stressful. Parents 
don’t know what is 
required or needed

INSIGHT

Children’s behavioral issues as they 
transition from a lack of routine to a more 
structured day disrupts the whole class. 
Their behavior needs my time and 
attention, which can be very draining.  
It’s also very unsettling for all the children

It seems that I often have to play a 
broader role with these children – 
spending my time and own resources to 
help them learn, grow and fit in. I care so 
I do this, however I really want to work in 
partnership with the child’s parent/s 

I’m impacted by children who start kindergarten 
with limited learning experiences and social/
emotional skills. I need to spend additional time, 
resources and energy working with them, which 
takes time away from children who start school 
more prepared for the new learning environment
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We are trying to 
get our children into 
childcare and preschool 
but we have to go on a 
waiting list. Without family 
around it means we have 
to rely on others.

Often not eligible for 
State provided care

Limited childcare 
options available

Self care is 
not a priority

!

Juggling work and 
school schedules

Missing developmental 
milestones due to work 
commitments

Finding the right 
care/preschool is 
a challenge

Limited flexibility 
with work schedules

!

!

Frustrated Conflicted Anxious Overloaded

“I want to be at home with my 
baby but I need to work to 
support my family.”

My baby is 
developing and 
reaching their 
milestones.  

I work, my husband 
works; we really try and it’s not 
happening. We don’t qualify for 
anything because we work.  

Our children get out at 
1:50 and 2:20 on a normal 
day, Wednesday it’s 12:30. 
When you are working until 
5:30 you have to rely on 
day-care.  

Third child is born

Pre-kindergarten 3-5

Proud

Our context

Where we live
We are renting or live in 
our own basic home.  
Our family live outside  
of the area so we don’t 
have much support.

What motivates us
We want to provide a better 
future for our children. We 
hope that they can get a good 
education so they don’t have 
to work as hard as we do.

Our child’s learning
We want our children to get a good 
education so they don’t have to 
struggle like we do. Having the time 
to engage and participate in their 
learning is a real challenge for us.

Our employment
We both work in low paying 
jobs and live paycheck to 
paycheck. Any unexpected 
expense could have a major 
impact on our family.

Child moves around childcare

Getting by parents

Their lived experience

Baby to toddler 0-3

Parents face a 
huge tension 
between making 
enough money to 
provide for their 
children and having 
enough time to 
spend with them

Parents focus 
is on getting by 
day-to-day. There 
is little time or 
energy left to focus 
on their child’s 
development

INSIGHT INSIGHT

Stressed
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I do not have the time 
or resources to support 
my child. 

I feel like people 
judge me. I don’t have 
confidence in my own 
education. I don’t want 
my children to feel like 
that. 

Not knowing school/
literacy expectations

Not knowing how 
to get help

Missing out 
on child’s 
achievements

!

English as a 
second language 
can be a barrier 
to engaging with 
services and school

!

A unexpected medical expense occurs

Kindergarten 5 School 6-9

Isolated GuiltyWorn out Judged

We only have two 
or three hours a night 
to spend with our kids. 
Realistically an hour 
to an hour and half of 
homework every day  
for multiple children is  
a challenge.  

Parents may not be 
able to engage with 
the school because 
of work constraints 
or commitments

INSIGHTINSIGHT

Educator experience

I sympathize with parents – we all seem 
to be rushing around every day. For us, 
we’re rushing through the day trying to 
keep to the curriculum schedule, and we 
can spend a lot of time outside of school 
helping the children in our class 

It can be very frustrating to see how 
little time parents have to spend with 
their children and play an active role in 
their learning and education. We need 
parents to interact with their children, 
talk with them, not just sit them in front 
of their electronics 

I notice how long a day many of the children in my 
class are having. They’re up early, dropped at 
school to have breakfast, they’re off to an 
after-school program and finally arrive home late 
in the day. They get tired and their energy levels 
can be low, which impacts on their ability to be 
able to concentrate and learn in class
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Limited flexibility 
with work schedules

Pressured Anxious Stressed Resolute

We don’t have a big 
family and so we just rely on 
ourselves. We have close 
friends but they all work so 
it’s kind of slim pickings. If 
our child gets sick we will try 
to find a babysitter, but if we 
can’t I’ll have to take time  
off work.

We tried to get her into 
pre-school but they were full. 
We did make too much to go 
to public school and so we 
tried to put her in Four Square. 
They were also full and so we 
were put on a waiting list. 

We were both 
extremely busy and trying 
to deal with the logistics 
of kids.

Second child is born Take on more work

Pre-kindergarten 3-5

Our context
Where we live
Where we live is quite basic  
and crowded, however we’re 
proud of having our own home. 
We are concerned for our 
children’s safety as we see the 
risks in our wider environment.

What motivates us
We focus on building a stable 
environment for our family and being 
active in our community. We want 
our children to be safe, achieving 
and contributing to their community.

Our child’s learning
We put time in to our children’s 
learning, even though we’re busy 
it’s a priority for us. We support 
and advocate for our children, 
however we need others to do 
their jobs to support our child.

Our employment
We are working hard in good 
jobs and we’re doing ok 
financially. We’re conscious 
though that there isn’t much 
left over to treat our family to 
luxury items.

Practical parents

Their lived experience

Baby to toddler 0-3

INSIGHT

Know how to find 
resources and how 
to help their children

Finding back up child care 
when unexpected things 
come up is challenging

Finding appropriate 
daycare

!!

INSIGHT

Parents who work 
full-time and have 
limited support can 
find it hard to find care 
for their child when 
unexpected issues 
come up e.g. when a 
child is sick

Parents struggle 
to find appropriate 
daycare. There are 
often waiting lists 
and are they’re not 
eligable for state 
provided care 

Optimistic
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Stretched

I want to know how 
the teachers are building 
my child’s literacy and 
what stage thay are at so  
I can support them  
at home.  

My son is getting  
into trouble for being 
excited in school. He 
learns by talking. Not all 
kids can engage and 
learn in one way.  

Busy schedules mean that parents 
have to juggle work and school

Disheartened by lack of flexibility 
in teaching approaches

!

We keep them 
busy to keep them 
out of harm’s way. 
We are worried if 
they get bored they 
might be influenced 
by other things. 

Take on a family member

Kindergarten 5 School 6-9

Frustrated Concerned

I told her she can 
be anything she wants 
but she needs to go to 
school. If she wants to 
work at Walmart, that’s 
fine but that’s not what 
I want for her. You 
know, I would want her 
to be a CEO of some 
big company.  

Some parents 
felt that some 
educators only 
teach for one 
learning style

Some parents are 
concerned that 
if their children 
aren’t actively 
engaged in school 
they’ll become 
boared and 
disengaged

INSIGHT INSIGHT

Educator experience

I try to make time for parents who come to me with questions and 
concerns about their child’s learning journey. While I can end up working 
some pretty long hours, I want to go the extra mile for these parents who 
are so committed to their children’s growth and development.

I appreciate it when parents take the time to meet with me 
regularly about their children and give me feedback on 
what they’re seeing at home and what additional support 
they’re looking for from me to help them. 

Lack of information of kindergarten expectations
Anxious  
about safety

Driven by  
strict routine

!

Hopeful
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Explore pre-school 
options for good fit

Encourage a range 
of social activities 
for their child

Focus on 
intentional routines

!

“When the boys were babies we played  
with wooden blocks with letters and animals, 
they learnt the letters and the sounds.”

He can’t read yet 
but he lies with the 
books and turns the 
pages and makes up 
his own stories.  

I just really try to 
make every opportunity 
an opportunity for 
learning. Children are 
always growing, learning, 
and exploring.  

She actually started 
kindergarten at four and a 
half, they said she should 
probably do another year 
of preschool and I said, 
this was her second year 
of preschool and she was 
bored this year.  

Pre-kindergarten 3-5

Confident Excited Motivated

Our context
Where we live
We have very stable living 
arrangements. We often own 
our homes, which are 
comfortable and maintained 
with the space for our children 
to experiment and play 
(both indoor and outdoor).

What motivates us
We understand what it means  
to love to learn and have a purpose 
in life. We know the value and 
empowerment of education.  
We’ve had some form of college 
education and want our children  
to have the same experience.

Our child’s learning
We take a very broad approach to 
developing our children. It’s not just about 
meeting grade level, we want our children to 
develop their interests, confidence and love 
of learning as we know this is what will drive 
them to engage in a higher level of learning 
and lead a purposeful and productive life .

Our employment
Our jobs enable us to 
provide a good standard 
of living for our families. 
While we’re busy we 
make spending quality 
time with our children  
a priority.

Aspirational parents

Their lived experience

Baby to toddler 0-3

Parents have a broad 
approach to learning ‒ 
books, playing, using their 
imagination and engaging 
in a wide range of activities

Parents put a lot 
of  time, energy 
and effort into their 
child’s learning 
and broader social 
development

INSIGHT INSIGHT

Use a range of tools 
to help their child 
learn and develop

Research 
everything to  
ensure they’re  
well prepared

Focus on their 
child’s health

Access quality 
chilcare

Every experience is  
a learning experience

A
B C

Child is born
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FulfilledDeterminedEnergised
INSIGHT

I’m concerned about my 
boy being bored at school, 
they follow the curriculum 
strictly but do not engage 
with his interests.  

I am really trying 
to get back into an 
exercise routine and 
taking care of my 
health so I can take 
care of the children. 
But then I have the guilt 
of not volunteering in 
the classroom thing so 
I will try to volunteer.  

Advocating 
for child

Having to shop  
for schools

!

Kindergarten 5 School 6-9

Concerned

There are lots of extra 
things that I have to advocate 
for around my child’s learning 
difficulty. The hard part is not 
giving up because for four  
years I advocated for three 
different things and just this year 
I finally got all three of them.  

The thing that made a 
difference to my son was 
the relationship he built with 
the teacher, she took the 
time to get to know him.  

Educator experience

There are some parents who I have a 
lot of contact with. It’s a true learning 
partnership with the child at the centre.  
These parents often give of their time 
to help our class and the wider school 
environment

I get frustrated that I can’t spend the time I would like 
to with children who are so excited about learning 
and need to be constantly challenged. My attention 
gets diverted to the children who are struggling  
in class or being disruptive. I feel at times I’m letting 
the other children down

Some children are ahead of their 
peers when they start in my class 
– they are well prepared for the new 
environment from a learning as well as 
a social and emotional perspective

Making sure the 
child is challenged

Child is succeeding
Child is engaged in  
a range of activities

!

INSIGHT

Parents have the 
confidence to actively 
advocate for their 
children to ensure they 
are getting the support 
and challenge they need

Parents take the time to find a good fit for their 
child, in terms of the right learning environment. 
They will also move their children to another 
environment if they have concerns

Child moves school
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