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Abstract

While school front offices are often mentioned, usually negatively, i@ares on schools and
parents, there is almost no detailed research that looks at etbatlyahappens in them. In this
paper we report on a smattale commissioned research project which began to fill this §ap
primary and four secondary schools considered to have ‘good practice’ in -sohwalnity
relations were investigated using a corpus of methods viz logging of aiésj@nd responses on
two separate weeks, interviews with senior school administratdreffice staff, observation and
photographic recording in the office, conversations with parents, and anafykesy school
documents. In these particular schools the vast majority of querresalveut routine matters such
as illness, payment of money, scheduled events and who to speak to. Ouevealadr no
incidences of ‘the angry parent’ even though she/he was dominant in intedigeussion. In
seeking to regead our data and push further on analysis, we have come to think thaficke of
operated as a kind of frontier space between the privatised schodl amatlthe ‘outside’. What
happened in this space was produced out of a complex mix of: the physicalesthetic
construction of the material environment; the hierarchical and gendegadization of school staff
work; the school's communication and textual practices; the positionitigea$chool within the
neighbourhood and market; the cultural biases of government policy; and thel gewktacal
narratives about paresthool relations and front office work. We suggest that some schools in our
sample point to the ways in which the office might be a frontieresfizat is more porous and in
which interactions with parents are less regulated, more convivial and more ‘public’.
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