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In a research for my Ph.D. thesis, I will study the scope and impact of parental participation and involvement in their children´s primary education in two countries: The Netherlands and The Czech Republic. Since I was only recently enrolled in the programme, this presentation will focus on one specific aspect only: the differing legal contexts of parent-school relationships. The following comparison will briefly illustrate 1) the current legal frame as well as 2) the historical development of the whole issue in both countries. 


During the last three decades, the Dutch parents´ call for a say in how their children are taught was enshrined in two laws with subsequent ammendments: The Primary Education Act and The Participation (Education) Act
. While the former (and the older one) deals with the direct parental involvement stipulating that, as Dutch experts translate, „proper authorities must enable the parents to conduct supporting activities on behalf of the …education,“
 the latter (and more recent one) deals with the parental participation, as it „provides for a structure to … influence the school governing body's policy.“ 
  To put it in plain words, these two pieces of law first ´allowed the parents in´ the schools (involvement) before subsequently letting them to „govern them“ (participation). 

The Czechs, on the other hand, lack this history of parental fight for participation. Their right to participate in governing the school was granted by The Education Act 2004.
 The parents were given the right to participate in the school boards
, but there is no legislative basis for their direct involvement. This law resulted from the government-sponsored efforts to reform the education, not from the pressure from parents, nor it was a reaction to changing atmosphere in the schools. To put it in a nutshell, the Czechs never explicitely „allowed the parents in“,  having nevertheless empowered them to „govern“ the schools since 2004. To illustrate the distinction with an anecdote, the Dutch legal framework is as a product of an evolution while the Czech one was born out of a ´revolutionary zeal´of educational experts. 

Such a difference shows: while most of the Czech schools are ´parents-free,´ dozens of parents can be detected helping out in Dutch schools.
 No matter what they do, they know their roles having their rights and duties clearly defined. Dutch parents may thus feel welcome in schools while Czech parents often experience an arm-distance attitude if not an open distrust. The results are obvious: the Czech school boards are mostly formal institutions with no parental input at all. The Czechs gave parents a power to govern without having ever seen them knocking on the school´s door. 


A preliminary conclusion based on this comparison is that although the Czech parents would definitely benefit from deepening the legal basis for their direct involvement in the schools, it would not necessarily drive them in. The legalization is thus a necessary, but not sufficient condition for involving parents in the school life of their children. 
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