Section 1.0
Introduction

Much is known about what to do and what not
to do to successfully engage with fathers1 in
early years settings. Despite this, it is still a
minority of settings which regularly have lots of
contact with fathers.

Involving fathers in early years settings is
part of the wider inclusion agenda which aims
to include all groups that are underrepresented in settings. This book will help
you consider the issues that need to be
addressed specifically when thinking about
engaging with fathers.

Is this a problem? Well, it is if you accept that
the home learning environment (HLE) is the
key to children’s learning and development,
and that settings can support fathers in their
parenting, just as they support mothers. What
you do with children in your setting is hugely
important. Research tells us that what parents
- that is mothers and fathers - do with their
children at home is even more important.2

However, the information provided needs to
be read within the wider context of equality
and inclusion. Thus, you could also read the
Pre-school Learning Alliance publication
Embracing Equality which will give you a
wider picture of law and practice and All
Together Now, an Alliance publication that
aims to help settings institute a Single
Equality Strategy

Introduction

It has been estimated that children spend less
than 15% of their waking time in educational
settings by the time they are sixteen.3 This
suggests that they spend up to 85% of their
time in the care of their parents and carers.
As early years practitioners you have
children’s outcomes at heart. Improving
children’s outcomes requires working in
partnership with their parents and carers. And
that means working with their fathers as well
as their mothers. Not only is it good practice,
but in fact the law now requires all services to
be equally accessible to women and men,
mothers and fathers.
This handbook gives you the nuts and bolts of
how to do that. It includes a checklist for you
to see how you are doing, an audit form to
help you know (rather than just assume) who
comes to your door, an action plan for you to
note down your next steps and some case
study examples from others sharing how they
did it.
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Introduction
Why engage with fathers?
There is a lot of evidence that suggests that
involved fathers are good for children, but
before we look at the evidence we need to first
address the ‘fathers versus mothers’ debate to
make it clear that we recognise that parental
involvement in children’s learning works best
when mothers and fathers work together as a
team. Mary McLeod, chief executive of the
Family and Parenting Institute addresses this
comprehensively in What Good are Dads? 4:
“The trouble is that whenever you talk about
the value of a good mother, you may be felt to
be denying the value of a good father, and
vice versa. The simple but true answer to this
reaction is that both parents are important to
children. But to argue this runs the risk of a
second reaction. Many families who are going
it alone (often feeling betrayed, grieved or
disappointed) feel that in ‘making the case’ for
what they have not got - a good and present
father - you are denying what they have got, a
good family. Whereas the truth is that both
mothers and fathers going it alone, like two
parents, can succeed triumphantly, even
though it is a hard road to journey.”

“Some studies suggest that fathers help
particularly in preparing the child for the
outside world and developing ‘social skills’. In
one major study, pre-schoolers who had spent
more time playing with their dads were found
to be more sociable when they entered
nursery school.” (p6).
He made this statement on the basis of a
survey of the relevant literature for a chapter
entitled Fathers and Pre-schoolers in M.E.
Lamb (1997) The Role of the Father in Child
Development (3rd Edition) New York: Wiley.
Christina Clark of the National Literacy Trust
(NLT) carried out a summary of research into
the impact of fathers on children’s literacy
called What’s the point? It found that a piece
of research as far back as 1978 stated:
“Children … benefit in numerous … ways from
having involved fathers, including increased
cognitive abilities, higher self-esteem and
greater social competence. Overall, children
are more likely to reap these benefits the
earlier fathers become involved with their
children's learning.” 5
In the same NLT summary it stated that:

The issue of involving fathers in early years
settings is both a complex and emotion-raising
subject. We will consider some of the
challenging issues it raises later in this book.
What does the evidence say about the
benefits of fathers’ involvement for their
young children?
Professor Charlie Lewis, who has been
researching fatherhood in the UK for 30 years
wrote in What Good are Dads?

“the lack of male role models involved in
reading and other literacy-related activities
during children's early years is one of the
possible causes for the declining rates of
school achievement for boys.” 6
In a summary of the research into father
involvement, the Department of Health and the
Department for Education and Skills (as it was
then called) concluded in the National Service
Framework for Children, Young People and
Maternity Services (NSF) that:
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“… positive involvement by fathers in their
children's learning is associated with …. better
mental health, higher quality of later
relationships, less criminality, better school
attendance and behaviour, and better
examination results.” (p69)7
Professor Michael Lamb, one of the leading
researchers into fatherhood in the USA,
reminds us that ‘fathers play complex, multidimensional roles’ (p1)8 . So, when we talk
about father involvement, we are including
such issues as fathers’ financial contributions
to the family and their support of their partners
as well as what they do (or do not do) with
their children.
It must also be remembered that it is not just
the amount of time that fathers spend with
their children that is beneficial to the children,
but that the quality of their interactions are of
central importance. As Lamb and TamisLemonda write in their overview of research
evidence into the role of fathers:

of fathers in childcare and family support
services and that the research that has been
conducted in this area has tended to focus on
mothers’ involvement. She does, however,
highlight a number of studies into father
involvement and finds that these suggest that
fathers’ involvement in services seems to be a
positive factor in their children’s development.
An example of this is one study by
Bakermans-Kranenburg and colleagues on
early childhood interventions which states:
“… interventions involving fathers, as well as
mothers, may be more effective in enhancing
parental sensitivity and children’s attachment,
than involving mothers alone.” (p25)
O’Brien’s work also finds evidence to suggest
that father involvement in early years services
can not only support fathers’ relationships with
their children in the short term, but that it may
also enhance their children’s later
development.

“… students of socialisation have consistently
found that parental warmth, nurturance, and
closeness are associated with positive child
outcomes regardless of whether the parent
involved is a mother or a father.” (p10)9
Why engage with fathers in early years and
family services?
Professor Margaret O’Brien who, along with
Professor Charlie Lewis, has been
researching into fatherhood in the UK for 30
years, wrote Fathers and Family Support:
Promoting Involvement and Evaluating Impact
in 2004 for the National Family and Parenting
Institute.10 In it she concluded that there has
been little research examining the involvement
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