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Foreword
We well know that when educators, families, and communities work together, schools get better.
As a result, students get the high quality education they need to lead productive lives. Yet various
barriers in the school, home, and community often prevent strong partnerships from developing.
This Idea Book describes how some schools and their communities have overcome key
barriersÅfinding the time, increasing their information about each other, bridging school-family
differences, improving schools, and tapping external supports to strengthen school-family
partnerships.
The report concludes that successful partnerships require the sustained mutual collaboration and
support of school staffs and families at home and at school. Businesses or community groups can
also help schools and families to work together.
This Idea Book is one of an occasional series issued by the U.S. Department of Education to
provide promising ideas to educators and community leaders on the critical issues we face
together. It is designed for school administrators, teachers, policymakers, and parents to help
families become more active participants in their children's education.
This Idea Book is based on case studies of 20 successful education programs around the country.
They include elementary and secondary schools and districtwide programs that receive Title I
funds from the U.S. Department of Education. What these schools have done with low-income
students and their families can be done by all schools.
Also, an ongoing source of assistance and networking opportunities can be found in the
Partnership for Family Involvement in Education. If you are interested in joining the Partnership,
call 1–800–USA–LEARN.
In addition, schools that are working to build family-school-community partnerships focused on
critical education issues may find “A Compact for Learning: An Action Handbook for
School-Family-Community Partnerships” to be helpful. It can be ordered free of charge by calling
1–800–USA–LEARN.
I encourage you to draw on the ideas in this book and the successes of the profiled schools to
improve your schools, to strengthen school relationships with families, and to help all children
learn more.
Richard W. Riley
Secretary of Education

Executive Summary
Thirty years of research confirms that family involvement is a powerful influence on children's
achievement in school (Eagle, 1989; Henderson & Berla, 1994; U.S. Department of Education,
1994; Ziegler, 1987). When families are involved in their children's education, children earn higher
grades and receive higher scores on tests, attend school more regularly, complete more
homework, demonstrate more positive attitudes and behaviors, graduate from high school at
higher rates, and are more likely to enroll in higher education than students with less involved
families. For these reasons, increasing family involvement in the education of their children is an
important goal for schools, particularly those serving low-income and other students at risk of
failure. Increasing family involvement in children's education is also an important goal of Title I of
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA)1, which is designed to enable schools to
provide opportunities for low-income and low-achieving children to acquire knowledge and skills
contained in challenging standards developed for all children. Title I is the largest federal program
supporting elementary and secondary education.
Families and Schools as Partners
If families are to work with schools as partners in the education of their children, schools must
provide them with the opportunities and support they need to become involved. Too often
schools expect families to do it all alone. Developing effective partnerships with families requires
that all school staff (administrators, teachers, and support staff) create a school environment that
welcomes parents and encourages them to raise questions and voice their concerns as well as to
participate appropriately in decision making. Developing partnerships also requires that school
staff provide parents with the information and training they need to become involved and that they
reach out to parents with invitations to participate in their children's learning.
Schools that are most successful in engaging parents and other family members in support of their
children's learning look beyond traditional definitions of parent involvement—participating in a
parent teacher organization or signing quarterly report cards—to a broader conception of parents
as full partners in the education of their children. Rather than striving only to increase parent
participation in school-based activities, successful schools seek to support families in their
activities outside of school that can encourage their children's learning. Schools that have
developed successful partnerships with parents view student achievement as a shared
responsibility, and all stakeholders—including parents, administrators, teachers, and community
leaders—play important roles in supporting children's learning.
Successful school-family partnerships require the sustained mutual collaboration, support, and
participation of school staffs and families at home and at school in activities that can directly
affect the success of children's learning. If families are to work with schools as full partners in the
education of their children, schools must provide them with the opportunities and support they
need for success.
Successful Approaches to Family Involvement in Education

This Idea Book is intended to assist educators, parents, and policy makers as they develop and
nurture school-family partnerships.2 The Idea Book identifies and describes successful strategies
used by 20 local Title I programs that have overcome barriers to parent involvement (see
appendix B for a brief overview of each program). These district and school programs enhance
parent-school communications and help parents support their children's academic work at school
and at home. Some of the programs involve parents in school planning and governance activities
and as volunteers. Some also provide coordinated essential non-educational services for families
to support their children's academic development. Telephone interviews with staff and parents at
these programs as well as focus group interviews with parents provided the detailed illustrations
of specific strategies for overcoming barriers to parent involvement included here.
This Idea Book suggests ways that schools, families, and communities can work together to build
strong partnerships. It is organized around strategies for overcoming common barriers to family
involvement in schools. These strategies include:
•

•

•

•

•

Overcoming time and resource constraints. In order to build strong partnerships,
families and school staff members need time to get to know one another, plan how they
will work together to increase student learning, and carry out their plans. Successful
programs find the time and resources for both teachers and parents to develop
school-family partnerships.
Providing information and training to parents and school staff. Without the
information and skills to communicate with each other, misperceptions and distrust can
flourish between parents and school personnel. Initiatives to bridge the information gap
between parents and school are at the center of each of the 20 programs reviewed for this
Idea Book. Through workshops and a variety of outreach activities such as informative
newsletters, handbooks, and home visits, parents and school staff across these programs
are learning how to trust each other and work together to help children succeed in school.
Restructuring schools to support family involvement. Developing a successful
school-family partnership must be a whole school endeavor, not the work of a single
person or program. Traditional school organization and practices, especially in secondary
schools, often discourage family members from becoming involved. To create a
welcoming environment for parents, one that enlists their support in helping their children
succeed, schools can make changes that make them more personal and inviting places.
Whatever steps schools take in developing partnerships with families, schools that are
most successful are prepared to reconsider all of their established ways of doing business
and to restructure in ways that will make them less hierarchical, more personal, and more
accessible to parents.
Bridging school-family differences. Language and cultural differences as well as
differences in educational attainment separating families and school staff can make
communication and family participation in school activities difficult. Strategies to address
these differences include reaching out to parents with little formal education, addressing
language differences through bilingual services for communicating both orally and in
writing with families about school programs and children's progress, and promoting
cultural understanding to build trust between home and school.
Tapping external supports for partnerships. Many Title I schools have nourished and

strengthened partnerships by tapping the supports available in their local communities and
beyond. Collaborative efforts to provide schools and families with the tools they need to
support learning can include partnerships with local businesses, health care and other
community service agencies, and colleges and universities, as well as supports provided by
school districts and states.
Effects on Students and Families
The experience of the school and district programs reviewed for this report supports the
conclusion that family involvement can have significant effects on student achievement. Appendix
B presents evidence of improvement in student outcomes, wherever it was available, for each of
the school or district programs highlighted in this Idea Book. Although it is impossible to attribute
student achievement gains or other student outcomes in any of these schools or districts solely to
their parent involvement activities, it does appear that many schools that make parent involvement
a priority also see student outcomes improve. These positive outcomes may be due to increased
parent involvement itself, or, what is more likely, to a whole constellation of factors, including a
strong instructional program and a commitment to high standards for all students. Nevertheless, it
appears that strong parent involvement is an important feature of many schools that succeed in
raising student achievement.
Guidelines for Effective Partnerships
Effective strategies for partnerships differ from community to community, and the most
appropriate strategies for a particular community will depend on local interests, needs, and
resources. Even so, successful approaches to promoting family involvement in the education of
their children share an emphasis on innovation and flexibility. Furthermore, most of the schools
included in this Idea Book have enhanced their ability to be innovative and flexible by
implementing schoolwide programs.3 The experiences of the programs included here suggest the
following guidelines for successful partnerships:
•

•

•

•

There is no “one size fits all'' approach to partnerships. Build on what works well.
Begin the school-family partnership by identifying, with families, the strengths, interests,
and needs of families, students, and school staff, and design strategies that respond to
identified strengths, interests, and needs.
Training and staff development is an essential investment. Strengthen the
school-family partnership with professional development and training for all school staff as
well as parents and other family members. Both school staff and families need the
knowledge and skills that enable them to work with one another and with the larger
community to support children's learning.
Communication is the foundation of effective partnerships. Plan strategies that
accommodate the varied language and cultural needs as well as lifestyles and work
schedules of school staff and families. Even the best planned school-family partnerships
will fail if the participants cannot communicate effectively.
Flexibility and diversity are key. Recognize that effective parent involvement takes
many forms that may not necessarily require parents' presence at a workshop, meeting, or

•

•

•

school. The emphasis should be on parents helping children learn, and this can happen in
schools, homes, or elsewhere in a community.
Projects need to take advantage of the training, assistance, and funding offered by
sources external to schools. These can include school districts, community organizations
and public agencies, local colleges and universities, state education agencies, and
ED-sponsored Comprehensive Regional Assistance Centers.4 While Title I program funds
support the parent involvement activities of many programs featured here, several have
increased the resources available for parent involvement activities by looking beyond
school walls.
Change takes time. Recognize that developing a successful school-family partnership
requires continued effort over time, and that solving one problem often creates new
challenges. Further, a successful partnership requires the involvement of many
stakeholders, not just a few.
Projects need to regularly assess the effects of the partnership using multiple
indicators. These may include indicators of family, school staff, and community
participation in and satisfaction with school-related activities. They may also include
measures of the quality of school-family interactions and of student educational progress.

Profiles of Successful Partnerships
This Idea Book includes (in appendix A) in-depth profiles of 10 local parent involvement
programs and describes why and how each program developed its own particular strategies and
activities. These 10 local programs were selected to highlight differing approaches to building
successful school-family partnerships. They were also selected to represent a mix of effective
strategies to promote family involvement in elementary and secondary schools in urban, suburban,
and rural areas across the country. Six of the profiles describe parent involvement programs in
elementary schools:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Atenville Elementary School in Harts, West Virginia
Cane Run Elementary School in Louisville, Kentucky
Rodney B. Cox Elementary School in Dade City, Florida
Ferguson Elementary School in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
Hueco Elementary School in El Paso, Texas
Wendell-Phillips Visual and Performing Arts Magnet School in Kansas City, Missouri

A seventh profile describes a school program—Roosevelt High School in Dallas, Texas—that is
part of a statewide initiative to develop strong community-based constituencies of parents,
teachers, and community leaders as a strategy to increase student achievement in low-income
areas throughout the state.

Two profiles (the Buffalo Parent Center in Buffalo, New York, and the Parent Resource Center in
Stockton, California) describe centers that provide services and activities for families districtwide,
helping students and parents alike gain the skills and motivation they need to stay involved with
their local schools.

The remaining profile describes the district-wide parent involvement program offered by Maine's
School Administration District #3, which focuses on drawing parents into the schools, providing
them and their children with interactive learning experiences, and involving parents as well as
teachers in curricular and instructional planning.
This Idea Book also provides (in appendix D) information on resources, including organizations
and publications, to assist educators, parents, and policy makers in their efforts to build and
nurture strong school-family partnerships.
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Resources for Involving Families in Education
Thirty years of research confirms that family involvement is a powerful influence on children's
achievement in school (Eagle, 1989; Henderson & Berla, 1994; U.S. Department of Education,
1994; Ziegler, 1987). When families are involved in their children's education, children earn higher
grades and receive higher scores on tests, attend school more regularly, complete more
homework, demonstrate more positive attitudes and behaviors, graduate from high school at
higher rates, and are more likely to enroll in higher education than students with less involved
families. For these reasons, increasing family involvement in the education of their children is an
important goal for schools, particularly those serving low-income and other students at risk of
failure.

Achieving effective school-family partnerships is not always easy, however. Barriers to family
involvement in schools arise from many sources, some related to the constraints facing teachers
and other school staff, some related to the challenges and pressures that families face, and others
related to language, cultural, and socioeconomic differences between families and school staff.
For many schools across the nation, these barriers are formidable obstacles to increasing parents'
involvement in their children's education. Experience in other schools and communities, however,
demonstrates that schools and families can work together to overcome these barriers in
productive and mutually satisfying ways.
Building Successful Partnerships
Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act was created to bridge the achievement
gap between economically disadvantaged children and other children. It is designed to enable
schools to provide opportunities for disadvantaged children to acquire knowledge and skills
contained in challenging standards developed for all children. Title I is the largest federal program
supporting elementary and secondary education. Increasing family involvement in children's
education is an important goal of Title I. This Idea Book is intended to help Title I and other
schools build effective partnerships with families to support student learning. It suggests a range
of strategies and activities for educators, parents, and policy makers to consider.
The 20 schools and districts included in this Idea Book span all grade levels (K–2) as well as
urban, suburban, and rural areas across the country. They were selected based on a review of
research on promising parent involvement practices and the recommendations of several experts.
The experts include researchers, education practitioners, and parent representatives. Findings
from focus group interviews with parents of children attending five of the schools are also
included in this Idea Book. These interviews elicited parents' perspectives on the most effective
ways to engage families in their children's education, barriers to parent involvement in Title I
schools, and the steps schools can take to overcome barriers and reach out to parents. The Idea
Book also includes in-depth profiles of 10 local programs, selected to highlight a variety of
approaches to building strong partnerships.
Successful partnerships are those that involve the sustained mutual collaboration, support, and
participation of school staffs and families at home and at school in activities and efforts that can
directly and positively affect the success of children's learning and progress in school. Schools that
have developed successful partnerships with parents view student achievement as a shared
responsibility, and all stakeholdersincluding parents, administrators, teachers, and community
leadersplay important roles in supporting children's learning.
Research Supports Partnerships
A sizeable body of research addresses programs or reforms that stress parent involvement as a
means to improve student academic achievement and restructure public schools (see, for example,
Epstein, 1995; Fruchter, Galletta, & White, 1992; Rioux & Berla, 1993; Turnbull & Turnbull,
1990; U.S. Department of Education, 1994). Fruchter, Galletta, and White (1992) analyze 18
recently developed programs or reforms that stress parental involvement as a strategy to improve

student academic performance, restructure schools, and reform public education, especially in
schools serving low-income and disadvantaged students. Rioux and Berla (1993) highlight
innovative parental involvement programs for diverse populations of students enrolled in
pre-kindergarten through high school and suggest strategies for creating successful programs. In
Strong Families, Strong Schools: Building Community Partnerships for Learning, the U.S.
Department of Education (1994) describes how schools, community-based organizations,
businesses, states, and federal programs can help parents take more active roles in their children's
learning. For families of children with disabilities, Turnbull and Turnbull (1990) provide a review
of research and practice on partnerships between families and professionals, including school
personnel. Of particular relevance to families' involvement in their children's education is the
discussion of barriers to family participation in developing an individualized education plan (IEP).2
Additionally, Epstein (1995) has summarized the theory, framework, and guidelines that can assist
schools in building partnerships. To add to the body of evidence on strategies to build and
strengthen school-family partnerships, we selected schools to include in this Idea Book that had
not, for the most part, been featured in other national publications.
After scanning the research and receiving experts' recommendations about Title I schools and
districts with successful parent involvement programs, we telephoned potential sites to collect
information about parent involvement activities and strategies, demographic information, and
evidence of success, including data on the level of parent involvement in particular activities as
well as any improvements in student achievement. This information for the 20 programs appears
in appendix B. Most of these sites demonstrate a wide variety of parent involvement strategies
and present strong evidence of success in increasing the numbers of parents participating in
activities. A few also provide some evidence of improvements in student performance. However,
in selecting the 20 programs, priority was given to those that had high or improved parent
participation levels, since in most cases it is not possible to attribute improved student
achievement directly to particular parent involvement strategies or activities. (Gains in student
academic achievement depend on many factors that include parent involvement as well as
curriculum, instruction, and effective teaching.)

Title I Encourages Partnerships
Title I, as reauthorized by the Improving America's Schools Act (IASA) of 1994, places a greater
emphasis on parent involvement than did its predecessor, chapter 1. Chapter 1 defined parent
involvement as the building of ``partnerships between home and school,'' but left the development
of strategies for building these partnerships up to local schools and districts. Under IASA, Title I
requires that local schools and districts adopt specific strategies for developing school-family
partnerships. Title I parent involvement provisions emphasize: policy involvement by parents at
the school and district level; shared school-family responsibility for high academic performance, as
expressed in school-parent compacts; and the development of school and parent capacity for
productive mutual collaboration. These Title I requirements might serve as useful guidelines for
all schools as they strengthen school-family partnerships.
Title I requires that parents receive information and training in a variety of areas related to their

children's education, including the state's standards for what all children are expected to know and
be able to do. Parents must also be informed about the state's assessment procedures for
measuring performance and progress. In addition, parents must be involved in Title I planning and
decision-making, including the development of the school plan. The law requires that they receive
assistance and support, including literacy assistance if necessary, to assume these roles and to
work with their children at home.
Title I requires schools to develop a written parent involvement policy and to develop, with
parents, school-parent compacts that describe the responsibilities of both the school and parents
as they work together to help students achieve high standards. These compacts—and progress in
meeting the responsibilities they describe—are to be discussed during parent-teacher conferences.
Title I encourages compacts that recognize the full range of roles that parents can play in their
children's education as well as the need for parents and schools to develop and maintain
partnerships and ongoing dialogue around children's achievement.
Finally, Title I requires local education agencies (LEAs) to reserve funds from their Part A (basic
programs operated by LEAs) allocations to fund parent involvement, including such activities as
family literacy and parenting skills education. Nearly all of the schools featured in this Idea Book
have implemented schoolwide programs,3 and their Title I and other federal and local funds
support a wide variety of parent involvement activities. In addition, as indicated in appendix B,
both schools and districts often draw from other funding sources at the federal, state, and local
levels to contribute to their education programs and activities including parent involvement.
Overcoming Common Barriers to Family Involvement
Recent data from two U.S. Department of Education (ED)-sponsored nationally representative
surveys (a survey of principals on Family and School Partnerships in Public Schools, K–8, and the
Parent/Family Involvement Component of the 1996 National Household Educational Survey)
suggest that many of the barriers addressed in this Idea Book have significant, measurable effects
on parent involvement in schools. Further, data from both surveys show that lower-income
parents and parents with less education participate less often in school-based parent involvement
activities than do higher-income parents with higher education levels. In addition, parents of older
children participate less often than parents of younger children.
When school-related, family-related, or community-related barriers deter parents from becoming
involved, the consequences for students can be serious. This Idea Book is organized around
strategies for overcoming a common set of barriers to family involvement in schools. These
strategies, drawn from the literature and advice of experts, include:
•
•
•
•
•

overcoming time and resource constraints;
providing information and training to parents and school staff;
restructuring schools to support family involvement;
bridging school-family differences; and
tapping external supports for partnerships.

Key aspects of each strategy and related activities used by the 20 schools and districts studied are
discussed in the following sections.
Successful Local Approaches to Family Involvement in Education
Many successful strategies for family involvement used by Title I schools and districts
demonstrate the capacity of families, schools, and communities, working together, to improve
children's learning. Because families, schools, and communities vary, however, a strategy that
works in one setting may not work in another. Thus, there is no one best model that can be easily
transplanted from place to place. Stakeholders must understand the conditions of their
communities in order to select and tailor approaches that meet local needs. Stakeholders must
also recognize that parent involvement takes many forms; it may not necessarily require, for
example, parents' presence at a workshop, meeting, or school. The emphasis should be on families
helping children succeed in school, and this can happen in schools, homes, and elsewhere in local
communities. Creating an effective partnership in which parents feel welcome and valued requires
that schools work to break down many of the common barriers to effective partnerships, including
barriers related to time, school structure, and training. The following sections present strategies
that schools and districts have employed to overcome each of these barriers to parent involvement
and to help build productive relationships with parents.
Overcoming Time and Resource Constraints
In order to build strong partnerships, families and school staff members need time to get to know
one another, learn from one another, and plan how they will work together to increase student
learning; this need can be especially pressing in Title I schools. For example, principals of K–8
Title I schools report that time is a barrier to parent involvement more often than any other factor.
Eighty-seven percent of Title I principals report that lack of time on the part of parents is a
significant barrier to parent involvement, and 56 percent report that lack of time on the part of
school staff is a barrier (U.S. Department of Education, 1997). Almost all Title I schools and
districts that have been successful in developing strong school-family partnerships have found
ways to make time for parents and teachers to work together and to use other resources to
support their partnerships.
Finding Time for Teachers
Strategies for helping teachers make time to develop school-family partnerships include (1)
assigning parent coordinators or home-school liaisons to help teachers maintain contact with
parents through home visits or by covering classes for teachers so they can meet with parents, (2)
providing time during the school day for teachers to meet with parents or visit them at their
homes, (3) providing stipends or compensatory time off for teachers to meet with parents after
school hours, and (4) freeing up teachers from routine duties, such as lunchroom supervision, in
order to meet with students' family members. Home-school liaisons can also handle many of the
logistical tasks associated with fostering school-family partnerships, such as contacting all families
by telephone at the beginning of the school year and encouraging parent activities at home and at
school. In this way liaisons free teachers to concentrate on building relationships. In fact, focus

group interviews suggest that having a parent fill the role of liaison can help parents form a strong
network of support to stay involved in school activities and decisions.
In addition to helping teachers make the most efficient use of their limited time, some schools
have also found ways to buy more time for teachers or to allow teachers to use their time more
flexibly. Some schools use Title I resources strategically to help buy time for teachers; other
schools have adopted “flexible scheduling” as a feature of teacher contracts that allow teachers
more time to interact with parents outside of the traditional school day. The schools reviewed for
this study have used the following strategies for freeing up teachers to work with parents:
•

Atenville Elementary, a schoolwide program in the Lincoln County Public Schools, Harts,
West Virginia, gives teachers release time to conduct home visits with classes covered by
the principal or another teacher. The school uses Title I funds to support a part-time
parent coordinator to organize the ”telephone tree" program, which helps maintain
home-school communications. The coordinator also organizes parent volunteers to help
make home visits. Parent volunteers staff lunch and recreational periods to give teachers a
daily in-school planning period that can be used to meet with parents. From 1991–92 to
1995–96, the number of parent volunteer hours rose from 2,000 to 7,000.

•

Ferguson Elementary, a schoolwide program in the School District of Philadelphia
(Pennsylvania), uses Title I funds to provide compensation for teachers who conduct
parent workshops in the evening and on weekends. Title I funds also support the parent
involvement coordinator and school-community coordinator. These coordinators operate
the Parent Network that helps teachers communicate information to students and parents
about upcoming events. The 1995–96 fall open house drew 350 parents, compared with
30 parents in the fall of 1989. In addition, about 50 parents volunteer as classroom aides
each week.
The Wendell Phillips Visual and Performing Arts Magnet School in the Kansas City Public
Schools, Kansas City, Missouri, uses its schoolwide program to employ a full-time
parent-community liaison. The liaison keeps teachers informed about family needs and
helps teachers spread information on school-related issues to all parents. For example, last
year the parent-community liaison led an orientation for parents on state and district
school policies; more than 150 parents attended. The liaison helps organize all
school-family events, allowing teachers and principals to spend more time meeting with
parents to discuss student learning and less time making logistical and administrative
arrangements to organize events.

•

Other Resources to Support Schools' Outreach to Families
In addition to using resources to free up time for teachers, schools can also deploy their resources
strategically to help teachers and other staff overcome the logistical constraints that often hinder
their work with families. Some schools are using technology to support school-home
communication; in addition to providing easier access to telephones for teachers, some schools
are using voice mail, “information hotlines,” and other technology to make communication more
efficient. For example:

•

•
•

In Maine's School Administration District (SAD) #3, in Thorndike, Maine, several
communication strategies address barriers posed by the long distances between schools
and homes in this rural area. Several grants from the local telephone company, Nynex, and
the state's Public Utilities Commission have supported the wiring of schools for computers
and telephone hub sites to allow parents to communicate with schools via computer.
Parents can use terminals at nearby schools or local town halls to communicate with the
schools their children attend, which are often many miles away.
Each Atenville Elementary school teacher has a telephone in his or her classroom to enable
home-school communication throughout the school day.
At Ferguson Elementary School, Title I funds pay for the telephone line used by the
Parent Network and for other resources and materials for parent and staff workshops on
parent involvement.

Helping Parents Overcome Time and Resource Constraints
Schools can be sensitive to time pressures facing parents by scheduling meetings at night (in
neighborhoods where parents feel safe traveling to the school at night) or before shifts to
accommodate the schedules of working parents or on weekend mornings to address parents'
safety concerns. Schools can also help parents by: (1) providing early notices of meetings and
activities, allowing parents time to adjust their schedules; (2) establishing homework hotlines or
voice mail systems so parents can stay in touch with their children's schoolwork without leaving
their homes (Moles, 1996); (3) offering the same event more than once; and (4) providing
information to parents who could not attend a meeting to keep them informed.
Schools can also address parents' resource constraints by: (1) providing parents with
transportation and child care services so that they can attend school events; (2) holding schoolinitiated events near families' homes (e.g., at community or public housing centers); and (3)
conducting home visits. In focus group interviews, parents noted that these supports send a strong
message that the school is serious about getting them involved. One parent noted, “They could
offer incentives; transportation and help with babysitting or child care would be helpful.”
The following schools have developed strategies to help parents overcome the time and
commuting barriers (e.g., distance from school, lack of transportation) that deter many parents
from interacting directly with schools:
•

•

At Buhrer Elementary, a schoolwide program in the Cleveland Public Schools, Cleveland,
Ohio, teachers hold parent conferences off-campus in places that are closer to parents' and
students' homes. The school also holds Block Parent Meetings for those families who
cannot attend school events because they live on the outskirts of the community and lack
transportation. Block meetings address parent concerns and offer an opportunity to share
school-related information. These meetings take place every two or three months in a
parent's home or a nearby library. A typical meeting attracts 18-20 parents, and the
principal reports a continuing increase in the number of block parents attending school
functions since the program began.
Several schools also offer transportation and child care services and hold events in the

evenings and on weekends to enable parents to attend parent workshops or other
school-related events. For example, at Rodney B. Cox Elementary, a schoolwide program
in the Pasco County Public Schools, Dade City, Florida, the parent involvement
coordinator organizes carpools for parents to attend events. At Cox, up to 200 parents
participate in workshops each month. The district-wide Parent Resource Center in
Stockton, California, hired a school bus driver to take parents to the center and provides
babysitters to care for young children. To accommodate parents' needs, Ferguson
Elementary offers workshops and classes on the weekends and evening and also provides
child care services; Saturday workshops have attracted 100–150 parents each. And in
Maine's SAD #3, both teachers and parents are encouraged to bring their families to
potluck nights, a strategy to increase school-family communication that has led to higher
attendance rates at these events. Three potluck nights held during the 1995–96 school year
attracted increasing numbers of participants—roughly 50, 70, and 100 families.
•
School staff at Cane Run Elementary, a schoolwide program in the Jefferson County
Public Schools, Louisville, Kentucky, report that many parents find it difficult to come
into the school building to volunteer, so Cane Run's Family Resource Center staff
coordinates volunteer activities that parents can carry out from home, such as preparing
mailings, making telephone calls, and writing newsletters.
Resolving Safety Concerns
To address the fact that many parents, especially those with children attending high-poverty
schools, are concerned about traveling to and from their child's school at night, schools and
communities can be responsible for assuring that school neighborhoods are safe. For example,
communities can set up neighborhood watches to combat crime, and schools can hold events in
churches or community centers located near parents' homes. Parent resource centers can also
offer activities in locations near parents' homes. The Stockton Unified School District Parent
Resource Center in Stockton, California, for example, often offers workshops at local school sites
because many parents are hesitant to leave their own neighborhoods.
Parents themselves play an important role in ensuring that the school is perceived as a safe place
for other parents to gather. As the parent involvement specialist at Stockton's Parent Resource
Center noted, parents at the center have not only encouraged other parents to become involved
but also had a dramatic impact on at least one school. Two years ago Webster Middle School in
Stockton experienced gang-related problems. After a fight occurred between two gang members
in the school one afternoon, rumors began to circulate of a big confrontation that would take
place the next day. Concerned about gang warfare erupting at the school, the school principal
called for help. A mentor parent at the school called other parents and organized them for action.
The next day 40 parents showed up at the school to help patrol the halls and school grounds. The
principal asserts that this show of parental support, along with the parents' ongoing volunteer
efforts, has led to the virtual elimination of gang-related activity at the school.
In addition, when asked if safety issues deter parents from coming to the school, parents at one
urban high school responded that the best example they can set for other parents is not to stay
away. “There is no safe place anymore; we make it safe with our presence,” said one parent. “We
keep an eye out on the children, and we have security patrols that drive around,” noted a parent at

another inner-city school. “But safety is another reason why parents should be involved.”
Providing Information and Training to Parents and School Staff
Without the information and skills to communicate with each other, misperceptions and distrust
can flourish between parents and school personnel. In fact, most parents and school staff in Title I
schools receive little training on how to work with one another. For example, almost half of
principals (48 percent) in K–8 Title I schools report that lack of staff training in working with
parents is a great or moderate barrier to parent involvement (U.S. Department of Education,
1997). Initiatives to bridge the information gap between parents and schools are at the center of
each of the 20 schools reviewed for this Idea Book. Through workshops and a variety of outreach
activities such as informative newsletters, handbooks, and home visits, parents and school staff
across these programs are learning how to trust each other and work together to help children
succeed in school. Their approaches include helping parents support learning at home, preparing
parents to participate in school decision-making, and providing teachers, principals, and school
staff with strategies for reaching out to parents and working with them as partners. These
approaches share an emphasis on training and information that is grounded in the needs and goals
of families and school staff, and that focus on changing the negative attitudes that parents and
school staff may hold towards each other.
Training to Inform and Involve Parents
All of the schools and districts interviewed by telephone for this study offer parents training and
information through workshops held weekly, monthly, or several times throughout the year.
Parent training activities across the 20 programs focus on one or more of four areas of parent
involvement: parenting, learning at home, decision-making in schools, and volunteering.
Parenting workshops. Workshops on parenting help families learn about child development and
how to support student academic learning. Parenting workshops cover a number of different
issues, such as children's language development and learning styles, parent nurturing and discipline
strategies, child abuse prevention, and nutrition and health practices. For example, Stockton's
Parent Resource Center offers four to six parenting workshops each month on topics such as the
relationship between child achievement and parent expectations, “protective parenting” skills to
prevent children from engaging in unhealthy behaviors, and anger management. The center also
trains “mentor parents” at intensive three-day institutes. As mentors, they help other parents learn
about strategies for helping children learn and outreach strategies that build partnerships between
schools and families.
Schools can also help build parenting skills by assisting parents in reaching their own academic
and vocational goals. In collaboration with local community colleges, many programs connect
parents to adult education courses to receive a General Educational Development (GED)
credential, college credit, or develop job-related skills.
•

The district-sponsored Parent Center in the Buffalo Public Schools, Buffalo, New York,
offers parent-child computer classes for students in grades 6 through 12. Classes bring

parents and their children together to develop skills in desktop publishing and computer
programming. For parents who cannot attend the center, the Take Home Computer
Program orients parents on how to install and operate computers that they can keep for
five to six weeks. On a survey about the 1994–95 Take Home Computer Program, 44
percent of parents reported that the program had a significant effect on their child's
motivation toward learning; 52 percent reported that it had some effect. All parents
reported noticeable or significant improvements in their children's math and reading skills.
In addition, parents participating in the center's Even Start program have many
choices to meet their educational needs, including: classes in adult basic education
to earn their GED, computer literacy training that can lead to advanced courses
and college credit, English as a Second Language (ESL) courses, and classes in
parenting skills.
•

Ferguson Elementary School in Philadelphia offers an adult evening school in conjunction
with a nearby university. During 1995–96, 25 parents received certificates of continuing
education from the university. Last year, classes were offered in computer literacy,
self-esteem, ESL, and Spanish literacy. Courses are offered at the school site and taught
by teachers, parents, and community members. To support parent involvement, the
university provides stipends for babysitters who care for the children of participants.

Helping parents support learning at home. Every family functions as a learning environment,
regardless of its income level, structure, or ethnic and cultural background. In this respect, every
family has the potential to support and improve the academic achievement of its children. When
parents hold high expectations for their children and encourage them to work hard, they support
student success in school.
Many parent programs offer workshops, hands-on training opportunities, or conduct home visits
that help parents support their children's learning at home. These sessions offer ideas to families
about how to help students with curriculum-related activities, homework, and other academic
decisions and planning.
•

•

During the 1995–96 school year, all first-grade teachers at Ferguson Elementary received
training from Temple University to improve parent involvement. First-grade teachers,
Temple trainers, and parents first met to discuss how the school should and could involve
parents. Then all first-grade teachers met with Temple trainers to discuss priorities, chief
among them being how to get parents to support learning at home and reinforce what
students learn at school. Two of the first-grade teachers, along with Temple staff, then
offered parents a series of five two-hour workshops on how to help children with reading
and math at home. Parents learned, for example, how to use a list of common words to
help children make sentences, learn grammar, and sharpen their reading skills; they also
learned how to use a ``number line'' manipulative to help children practice adding and
subtracting. Each year, parents who have completed this training help train the parents of
new first-grade students.
Schools in the Stockton, California, Unified School District offer parents workshops on

•

•

•

hands-on teaching techniques to use with their children in math and language arts. At
these workshops, parents can ``make and take'' educational materials, such as flash cards
and board games, to use with their children at home.
Buhrer Elementary School in Cleveland conducts family math and science workshops,
where children and their families spend an evening at the school working on math and
science activities together. In 1996, 35 parents attended the family math workshop. Buhrer
also provides families with curriculum packets that parents can use at home; for example,
last year's packets for primary school children included short stories and counting
exercises using household materials.
Parents at Wendell Phillips Magnet School in Kansas City asked for and received weekly
student progress reports to help them keep track of the areas in which their children
needed more work. A curriculum report will be issued to parents beginning in the second
semester of the 1996–97 school year. As one focus group parent commented, ``If I know
what my child is studying I can help him at home, and I can see what progress he is
making.''
More than 60 families with children under the age of eight are enrolled in the Buffalo
Parent Center's Even Start program, which is offered in collaboration with the local adult
learning center. Parents in the adult education program agree to accompany their children
to the Parent Center for a minimum of 12 hours a week. Time at the Parent Center is set
aside for ``parent and child time'' in the early childhood center, where families can use
developmentally appropriate computer programs. The parent center also employs home
liaisons who conduct home visits with the Even Start families once a week.

Several other parent programs inform parents how to develop study skills to prepare for required
tests; parents also learn how to interpret test results to identify the areas in which their children
may need further assistance. In focus groups some parents voiced their frustration at receiving the
results of student testing and the school's ranking but no information about what the numbers
mean. In addition, parent workshops offer parents important information to help them plan for
their children's educational future. For example, Roosevelt High School, a schoolwide program in
the Dallas Independent School District, Dallas, Texas, invites parents to an evening class to
review the state assessment instrument and the skills their children are expected to demonstrate on
the test. Next year, the staff will provide parent training on helping students develop study skills
to prepare for the required tests. Parents will also receive training and information on how to
prepare their children to attend college (e.g., completing financial aid forms, obtaining references,
preparing for required standardized tests).
Preparing parents to participate in school decision-making. Many programs encourage
parents to join school committees that make decisions on curriculum policies, parent involvement
activities, the school budget, and reform initiatives. In schoolwide program schools,
administrators and teachers can play crucial roles in keeping parents informed about the program
and the guidelines they need to follow. One focus group parent said, “[The principal and Title I
home-school liaison] make sure we keep up with what is going on with the Title I plan and
procedures....we discuss this in our school advisory council meetings...we know who we receive
the funding from and how we spend it. The parents helped write the Title I [schoolwide] plan.” In
addition, several parents participating in focus groups said that they had been involved in writing

the Title I required school-parent compact, and commented that their participation provided some
clear guidance on what parents need to do to help their children succeed academically and also
gave them the sense that they were doing their part. Many schools offer training to help parents
become effective decision-makers.
•

•

The Parent Resource Center in Stockton prepares parents for decision-making roles
through special training on topics such as creating, implementing, and evaluating a Title I
school plan, understanding school budgets, and conducting successful meetings. Several
parent participants have become members, board members, and officers of two
organizations that advocate parental involvement: The California Association of
Compensatory Education and the National Coalition of Title I/Chapter 1 Parents.
Parents who serve on the Atenville Elementary School Action Research Team receive
training on action research two or three times a year from the Institute for Responsive
Education in Boston, Massachusetts. Last year, training sessions focused on education
reform strategies such as working collaboratively, developing action plans, and
goal-setting. In 1996, several Atenville parents put these skills to work as they
successfully lobbied the Board of Education to keep the school's K–6 configuration.

Volunteer preparation. Rather than simply asking and expecting parents to volunteer in schools,
several programs offer parents training on how to volunteer useful assistance to school staff and
students.
•

•

Parents at Atenville Elementary School volunteer as teacher aides in the classroom,
provide teachers and administrators with logistical support, and help supervise children in
the library and during lunch and recess periods. To prepare parents for these duties, the
school provides two volunteer training sessions each fall to inform parents about school
policies on discipline and confidentiality and to offer guidance on assisting teachers in the
classroom as aides and tutors. Parents also learn about basic school office procedures,
such as operating the copier machine and answering telephones. In 1995–96, 100 parents
representing almost half of the families at the school participated in volunteer training.
For the past two years, the Maine SAD #3 district volunteer coordinator has directed
parent volunteer activities. As part of her job, she recruits volunteer coordinators for each
school, and these individualstypically parentssurvey parents and teachers, distribute
volunteer handbooks, and coordinate the yearly volunteer activities and schedules. To
support individual school volunteer efforts, the district hosts an evening program for
parents at the beginning of each year to inform them of volunteer activities available at
each school. In addition, the district coordinator presents an orientation workshop at each
schoolalso at the beginning of each yearto teach parents how to become more involved in
their children's school and education. This year, the district volunteer coordinator plans to
bring all of the coordinators together to compile a districtwide volunteer manual. During
the 1995–1996 school year, volunteers contributed 3,500 hours to the district's public
schools. The coordinator also organizes an annual teacher workshop entitled Building
Effective Relationships with Volunteers to provide participants with ideas and skills for
viewing parents as a resource.

Information and Training Provided Through Family Resource Centers
Family resource centers offer many types of supports to families, including parenting classes, the
organization of volunteer activities for schools, and the provision of information and ideas to
families about how to help children with homework and other curriculum-related activities. Some
also provide families with services such as the transportation and child care needed for families to
participate in center activities, as well as referrals for health, employment, or housing needs. All
operate under the guiding philosophy that schools and families need broad-based support to
educate children.
•

•

The Family Resource Center at Charter Oak School in the West Hartford School District,
West Hartford, Connecticut, was one of the first state-established family resource centers
directly linked to a local public school system. The center works closely with school staff
and the parent-teacher organization to sponsor family activities and facilitate home-school
communication. About 30–35 parents of school-age children visit the center each week. It
offers a comfortable place where parents can read the latest books on parenting or meet
teachers for lunch, and families can obtain child care referrals and scholarship information,
receive counseling for problems, use the homework center, and participate in adult
education classes. School-age children can register for mini-courses or borrow a toy for
the weekend.
The Greensville County Public Schools' Mobile Parent Resource Center in Emporia,
Virginia, offers a model for making parent resource centers more accessible to rural
parents. The mobile parent resource center is a 34-foot customized bus that serves parents
of students receiving Title I services and travels to four sites a day remaining at least two
hours at each site. It houses two classrooms equipped with adjustable tables, chairs,
bulletin boards, chalkboards, televisions, a video-cassette recorder, cassette players, and
laptop computers. Instructional materials include parenting videos and kits, books,
newspapers, magazines, computer software, models, and samples of instructional materials
that parents can check out to use with their children. Both reading and non-reading
parents are trained there as tutors to work with their children. Parents receive help in
selecting appropriate books to read with their children, and see videos of families reading
and learning together. The parent resource center serves 12–18 parents at a time. Six area
businesses allow the parent resource center to visit their work sites so that employees who
are parents can visit before or after work or during breaks.

Outreach Strategies to Keep Parents Informed
Schools that are successful in building school-family partnerships develop and use outreach
mechanisms to channel information to parents on an ongoing basis. These mechanisms include
distributing weekly or monthly parent newsletters, posting fliers in places where parents
congregate, developing parent handbooks, making telephone calls, and conducting home visits.
One focus group participant underscored the importance of school-home contacts that share
positive information about children as well as problems the child may be having.
Several of the programs profiled for this report have developed special strategies for ensuring that

each family receives personal, customized communication from their child's school throughout the
school year:
•

•

•

Schoolwide programs at Turnbull Learning Academy in the San Mateo-Foster City School
District, San Mateo, California, and South Delta Elementary School in the South Delta
School District, Rolling Fork, Mississippi, implemented weekly take-home folders that
include a parent participation sheet, information on upcoming events, and recent
curriculum activities and graded tests. Parents sign and return folders each week. Teachers
and parents report that the folders provide important academic information for parents,
teachers, and students, and help increase parent-school communication.
At Atenville Elementary, parent volunteers call all parents monthly to inform them about
school events and to solicit feedback on past and future parent involvement activities.
Several programs also reach out through home-school liaisons and parent coordinators,
whose prime responsibility is to keep parents informed and maintain an open line of
communication among families, schools, and community agencies.
Parent volunteer coordinators in South Bay Union Elementary School District in Imperial
Beach, California, also make home visits and inform families about social services offered
throughout the community.

Maine's SAD #3 uses parent outreach to help bring community members and school staff together
in support of shared educational goals. The district sponsors Community Day, an annual
community-wide outreach and training effort. It brings families and community members together
with teachers and school staff to participate in team-building activities, set educational goals, and
devise strategies for accomplishing these goals. As a result of one recent Community Day, the
town of Liberty initiated a plan to open a community library. Open to the general public, the
Community Day activities are advertised through direct mailings, spots on a local cable station,
newspaper advertisements, and local grassroots networking.
Information and Training for School Staff
Some schools offer teachers, principals, and school staff information and strategies on how to
reach out to parents and work with them as partners. This can be especially beneficial to school
staff who typically received little or no preservice training in these skills. In addition, changes in
family structures and community life can require new or different family outreach strategies from
what may have been effective in the past. Professional development activities may include sessions
on making telephone calls, home visits, and other contact strategies, students' home culture and
appreciating diversity, communication skills for parent-teacher conferences, and involving parents
as leaders and decision-makers in the schools.
Special training for teachers and other school staff can play a key role in dispelling some of the
misconceptions and stereotypes that become barriers to effective partnerships between parents
and teachers. Parents in some schools, for example, take teachers on Community Walks that
introduce teachers to the local neighborhood and help them understand the lives of their students
outside of school. One parent in an inner-city high school described the purpose of these walks at
her school:

We had to educate them [the teachers] about the community [and] what children here may be
going through... [On] Community Walks some teachers were actually amazed that some of the
parents live in nice homes that are well taken care of. On these walks it became apparent that the
teachers had a lot of stereotypes about the kids they were teaching and their families...
Other schools have found that engaging parent coordinators or parent volunteers to train school
staff not only builds parents' leadership skills but also offers teachers the opportunity to learn
about families from parents' perspectives.
Additional training activities include the following:
•

•

•

Staff at Hueco Elementary, a schoolwide program in the Socorro Independent School
District, El Paso, Texas, receive training for home visits and family outreach from a
successful parent coordinator employed in a neighboring district. Staff on the family
support team also receive training for supporting and working with parents of students
with academic or behavioral problems.
Last year in Stockton, California, mentor parents who are trained at the district's Parent
Resource Center spent 5,000 hours in the schools providing professional development to
school staff on parent involvement and home-school communication. Among other
activities, mentor parents conducted four workshops on obstacles to parent involvement in
schools, including parents' negative prior experiences with school that may discourage
them from participating, and teacher bias that may result from a parent's different
socio-economic status, race, gender, physical appearance, or language ability.
The Alamo Navajo Community School, a schoolwide program operated by the Bureau of
Indian Affairs, Magaleno, New Mexico, hosts a cultural orientation program to inform
new teachers (almost all of whom are non-Navajo) about the Navajo culture and how to
form positive, culturally respectful relationships with Navajo parents. Teachers visit
students' homes and learn about reservation life and the rural conditions in which students
live; teachers visit an average of eight homes each month.

Restructuring Schools to Support Family Involvement
Developing a successful school-family partnership must be a whole school endeavor, not the work
of a single person or program. Traditional school organization and practices, especially in
secondary schools, often discourage family members from becoming involved. For example,
survey data show that parents of older children are less likely to attend a school event or
volunteer at their child's school than parents of younger children. Sixty-one percent of principals
of Title I elementary schools report that most or all of their parents attend regularly scheduled
parent-teacher conferences, compared with 22 percent of principals of Title I middle schools
(U.S. Department of Education, 1997).
To create a welcoming environment for parents, one that enlists their support in helping their
children achieve, schools sometimes adopt changes that make them more personal and inviting
places. Schools can reorganize, dividing into schools-within-schools, or adopting block scheduling
(which includes longer class periods), for example, to promote closer interaction between teachers
and students and, by extension, between teachers and families. Schools can solicit parental input

to help make decisions on curriculum, course scheduling, assessment, and budget matters.
Traditional parent participation events can be redefined to create more meaningful ways to
welcome and involve parents in school life. Whatever steps schools take to develop close
partnerships with families on behalf of students' learning, schools that are most successful are
prepared to reconsider all of their established methods of doing business and to restructure in
ways that will make them less hierarchical, more personal, and more accessible to parents.
Restructuring schools to create a more personalized environment for students and their families is
an especially important issue for secondary schools, where parents face special barriers to
becoming involved and where parent involvement does in fact drop off significantly.
Designing Parent Involvement Around Family Needs
For many successful schools, the first step in the restructuring process is to assess families'
interests and needs. By asking parents to share their interests, needs, ideas, and goals for family
involvement on an ongoing basis, families and staff members can work together to make family
involvement a centerpiece of school reform. By contrast, families that hesitate to become involved
in schools often complain that administrators and teachers develop parent involvement strategies
based on what they think parents want and need, and not on what parents say they want and need.
Several programs highlighted in this report address this concern by conducting needs assessments
through parent surveys, focus groups, or door-to-door neighborhood walks to gather ideas from
parents about how best to promote family involvement.
•

•

Staff members at the district-sponsored Buffalo Parent Center develop and plan their
services based on surveys and information gathered from monthly ``town meetings'' where
parents voice concerns and suggestions.
As already noted, Roosevelt High School conducted a Walk for Success event, where
teams of faculty, parents, and other community members walked door-to-door to talk with
parents about their needs and gather ideas about how to improve the school.

Parents as Partners in Schoolwide Restructuring
Successful schools include parents as active partners in the school restructuring process. Rather
than the traditional hierarchical relationship between families and schools, where school staff
make unilateral decisions, successful parent involvement approaches work to develop parents as
leaders and equal partners in the schooling process. One way to do this is to create organizational
structures for parent participation, such as parent and volunteer committees. Parents can also
serve on other school decision-making committees, such as site-based management councils and
school improvement teams. As members of these committees, parents can, for example, share
ideas and help make decisions on school policies related to the budget, teacher and principal
hiring, schoolwide plans, and parent involvement activities. Together, parents and staff members
develop school reform initiatives to facilitate closer student, teacher, and parent relations and to
increase student achievement.
Several schools profiled for this report have developed creative ways to involve parents in school
decision-making:

•

•

•

Parents at Roosevelt High School serve on ``ore teams'' to address school reform issues.
Recently, parents played an active role in curriculum reform by helping secure a waiver
from the Texas Education Agency to implement block scheduling, a plan they anticipated
would improve both student attendance and achievement. (While both have risen recently,
this may be due to many factors.) Core team parents also work closely with the
community to assess family needs and strengths and to develop an action agenda for the
school. A school organizer for the Alliance Schools Initiative in Texas said, “The most
challenging aspect of getting parents involved is to help them understand that they don't
always need to be at school for a particular problem, but they can also be part of a
constituency that develops a broad-based plan to improve the school.” This message is
apparently getting through to Roosevelt parents; while approximately 10 parents attended
the first PTA meeting in 1993, about 200 attended the first meeting in 1996.
Turnbull Learning Academy involves parents on decision-making committees such as the
parent leadership committee and the school-site council. Parents on the school-site council
help develop the school improvement plan, a process that includes planning new programs
and reviewing existing programs as well as the school budget. After scheduling a vote to
determine whether parents were interested, parent leadership at Turnbull developed a
proposal for a voluntary school uniform policy. An overwhelming majority of parents
voted in favor of the policy, which the school board approved in the spring of 1995.
At Atenville Elementary, parents stressed to parent leaders and school staff on a
community-wide steering committee that they were concerned about the difficult transition
for students as they moved from elementary schools to seventh grade at the local high
school. As a result, a subcommittee on transitions was added to the community-wide
school improvement steering committee. The subcommittee recommended block
scheduling, similar to the scheduling that students encounter in high school, for fourththrough sixth-graders. The proposal was accepted and students now receive instruction in
three blocks: (1) language arts, (2) math, and (3) social studies and science. All
state-required subjects are integrated into these three areas.

New Uses of School Space
Schools can take simple steps to make parents feel welcome. For example, hanging a welcome
sign or posting a parent volunteer in the entrance hall to welcome visitors, sign them in, and direct
them to classrooms or the office makes a much more comforting first impression than the
ubiquitous sign instructing visitors to “report to the office.” Similarly, many parents express
uneasiness over the elaborate security measures schools use to combat violence and drugs.
Schools could consider creating alternative entrances for parents where security measures are less
obtrusive.
Several schools have taken additional steps to make their schools physically welcoming for
parents. They have turned unused classrooms into on-site family or parent centers, giving parents
a space in which to convene for parent-teacher meetings, borrow books and other learning
materials, hold workshops, conduct volunteer activities, or simply have coffee and lunch with
other parents and school staff.

•

•

South Delta Elementary's parent resource center is open every school day and contains
curriculum supplies, copier and laminating machines, and work tables so that parents have
the tools they need to help teachers prepare lessons and activities.
As of the 1996–97 school year, Ferguson Elementary school is structured into four
kindergarten through grade 5 learning communities, each of which occupies its own space
and benefits from the support of a parent support teacher or community leader. Each
community leader is responsible for supporting the curriculum, instruction, and discipline
within a learning community. In addition, Ferguson's parent center, which is located in an
empty classroom on the second floor of the school, welcomes parents each school day.
The center offers parents resources such as information on parenting skills, listings of job
opportunities, and information about available programs for parents at the local library and
at nearby community centers. An average of six or seven parents visit the parent center
each day. The center is staffed in the mornings by a paid parent who operates a lending
library of educational materials such as ``big book'' story books and accompanying
audiotapes and activity guides that parents can use with their children at home. Temple
University provides training and support for the parent who staffs the center.

Moving Beyond Traditional School-Family Activities
Listening to parents and working with them to build family involvement often leads to innovative,
meaningful participation activities that extend beyond the traditional back-to-school nights and
bake sales. For example, Buhrer Elementary's Block Parent Meetings take school events to
families who live far away from school, enabling them to become informed about school issues
and stay in touch with teachers, principals, and other parents. Ferguson Elementary's Parents
Make a Difference conference offers parents an opportunity to form ties with teachers and other
parents, take a close look at classroom life, and attend workshops on student learning. Roosevelt
High School's Walk for Success program takes teachers and other school staff out into the
surrounding neighborhoods to talk with parents and begin to develop meaningful parent-school
partnerships. Other examples of events that bring parents, students, and teachers closer together
include:
•
At Cane Run Elementary, parents accompany school staff on out-of-town retreats to
discuss curriculum planning, assessment, and other educational issues. Teachers say that
the retreats provide an opportunity to ``educate parents on views from inside the school
looking out, rather than outside looking in.'' Teachers and parents also have a chance to
gain a better understanding of each other's perspectives. These types of activities may have
contributed to the growing Cane Run PTA membership, which has increased from 60 to
700 since 1990.
•
In response to its high rate of poverty and mobility among migrant workers, beginning
with the 1996–97 academic year, Rodney B. Cox Elementary School became a full-service
school, providing dental care, counseling, and health care to students and their families. A
new building where some of these services will be available was recently completed on the
school's campus. Additional services will be available by referral. Parents participated in
the design of the building, which houses the nurse and the health paraprofessional, the
dentist, a parent involvement office, and migrant student recruiters. The building provides
a kitchen for students and adults to use. School leaders hope that offering these health and

social services to families will allow students to concentrate more effectively on achieving
success in school.
Bridging School-Family Differences
Language and cultural differences as well as differences in educational attainment separating
families and school staff can make communication and family participation in school activities
difficult. For example, survey data show that parents who do not speak English at home are less
likely to participate in school-based activities, and more likely to participate in fewer activities
over the course of the school year (U.S. Department of Education, 1997). Still, many Title I
schools with innovative leadership and creative, hard-working staff have found ways to bridge
these differences and cultivate meaningful school-family partnerships.
Reaching Out to Parents With Little Formal Education
Schools today work with a diverse group of parents, some of whom may not easily understand all
of the written communications sent to them, and may see themselves as unprepared to help their
children with homework or schoolwork. In addition, parents who have bad memories about their
own experiences in school may have trouble helping their children with schoolwork, especially in
subject areas that they themselves did not master. Among the schools we studied, some creative
solutions to this barrier included parent meetings that review activities non-readers can carry out
with their children to promote literacy. At South Delta Elementary, school staff focus on home
learning activities for non-reading parents by using newspapers. For example, parents and children
look at ads and make price comparisons or discuss the weather, which often includes pictorial
representations of the weekly forecast. At Turnbull, the bilingual parent involvement coordinator
makes telephone calls to relay written information about student progress to non-readers on a
weekly basis.
Even for parents who read well, the prospect of helping with their children's schoolwork is often
daunting. Many parents are haunted by their own memories of school, and are uncomfortable in a
setting that brings those memories back. One school district hired a third-party contractor to
operate a Mom and Pop Mobile to expand its outreach to include those parents who are
uncomfortable in school settings. The Mom and Pop Mobile specifically targets parents of private
school students receiving Title I services. Through the traveling resource center, these parents
learn effective parent involvement strategies, such as how to help students engage in learning
activities at home.
Parents may also doubt their ability to help their children master new content, especially in math
and science. Schools can help allay these fears by giving parents a chance to experience first hand
what their children are learning in an environment that is pleasant and non-threatening.
•

•

The Family Math and Family Science nights held in Maine's SAD #3, which attract about
200 families district-wide each year, are modeled after the program developed by the
Lawrence Hall at Science at the University of California. Children and parents together
explore math or science activities including games that families can then play at home.
Twice a year, the Alamo Navajo Community School's Parents as Teachers Program

dismisses students at 1 p.m. to make time for an hour and a half hands-on workshop for
parents and their children. Topics include language and math skills development, reading,
and cooking with children. School staff also combine parent meetings and open houses
with community events, such as basketball games, in order to draw more parents to the
school.
Breaking the Language Barrier
Fifty-five percent of Title I schools report that they serve parents with limited English skills (U.S.
Department of Education, 1997). Although differences in language between parents and school
staff often exist in large urban areas with growing immigrant populations such as Imperial Beach,
California, or Cleveland, Ohio, they also challenge schools in rural areas such as Alamo Navajo
Community School, where the entire reservation community is Navajo and only 35 to 40 percent
of the school's professional staff are Navajo.
Most strategies for addressing language barriers include some form of bilingual services for
communicating with families about school programs and children's progress. Many schools
successfully use bilingual parent liaisons, instructional aides, counselors, and parent volunteers to
reach out to families through a variety of school-home communications as well as parent
workshops or classes.
Translation services. Several schools we studied provide translation services for parent
involvement activities including school-home communications, parenting training, and
participation in decision-making and school governance.
•

•

•

Cleveland Public Schools requires each school to develop a school-community council to
provide families with information about school programs and discuss school governance
issues. At Buhrer Elementary, bilingual teachers or volunteers attend the meetings to serve
as translators. In addition, Buhrer Elementary School publishes both its parent handbook
and newsletter in Spanish, English, and Arabic. Bilingual instructional aides or parent
volunteers make calls and translate messages from teachers to parents, often uncovering
previously unknown reasons for student absences or discipline problems.
The bilingual parent involvement coordinator at Turnbull Learning Academy and bilingual
staff at Hueco Elementary ensure that all school-home communications, including
newsletters, announcements, and information about student progress are published in both
Spanish and English. In addition, at Hueco the principal and assistant principal conduct all
school-home communications and parent workshops and meetings in both Spanish and
English. To ensure that parents can actively participate in these events, the district used
federal funds to purchase translation equipment that includes a wireless microphone
broadcaster, which the translator speaks into, and headsets with FM receivers for those
needing translation. Due in part to these efforts to reach more parents, the number of
Hueco parents involved in at least one activity increased from 30 percent in the 1994–95
school year to 80 percent in 1996–97.
Alamo Navajo Community School uses a local AM radio station to address the
communication barriers between Navajo families and the many non-Navajo school staff.

•

School staff use the station to announce upcoming meetings and events, broadcast
educational programming for both adults and children, make health-related public service
announcements, and interview school and community members about current issues or
events. About 70 percent of the programming is in Navajo. In addition, home liaisons
fluent in both Navajo and English conduct an average of 25 home visits each month to
address discipline, academic, and attendance problems, as well as help families with
paperwork for programs such as special education or translate during parent-teacher
conferences.
At Cox Elementary, bilingual teachers attend the monthly parent events to translate for
Spanish speakers as part of events ranging from ``make and take'' workshops and other
academically oriented activities to multi-cultural presentations.

Workshops and classes in parents' first language. Several districts and schools also conduct
bilingual workshops or classes designed to provide parents with information and ideas about how
to help students at home with homework and other curriculum-related activities. At Turnbull
Learning Academy, parent training on topics such as helping children with homework are offered
in Spanish and English. The South Bay Union Elementary School District offers a wide variety of
year-round parenting classes in several languages. Parent training that ultimately helps students
learn at home during the non-school hours often includes adult ESL classes. The Family Resource
Center at Charter Oak School, the Buffalo Parent Center, and Turnbull Learning Academy
regularly offer ESL classes for parents and other adults.
Promoting Cultural Understanding
Although breaking the language barrier between English speakers and those whose primary
language is other than English constitutes a giant step towards increasing parent involvement in
their children's education, building bridges with families of different cultures and backgrounds also
deserves special attention if all families are to feel comfortable participating in school activities. In
many schools, a home-school liaison can play a crucial role in reaching out to parents of different
backgrounds and building trust between home and school. Usually the home-school liaison is a
parent who lives in the neighborhood or someone else with close ties to both the school and the
community. Because the home-school liaison is closely identified with the community and shares
the same cultural background with parents, he or she is well-equipped to reach out to parents and
invite them to become more involved in their children's education. Through the home-school
liaison, schools can build relationships with parents founded on understanding and trust.
In addition, many schools offer training to parents and school staff aimed specifically at bridging
cultural differences between home and school. Some of these efforts include:
•

At both Hueco Elementary and Turnbull Learning Academy, school staff have taken
special steps to address cultural differences that stand in the way of parent involvement.
For example, staff at these schools pointed out that Hispanic culture regards teachers with
admiration and respect, which can result in parents entrusting their child's education solely
to their teachers and not participating themselves. To encourage parents to take a more
active role, the staff at Hueco emphasize the importance of parents as their children's first

•

teacher and stress how much the school needs and values their involvement; they
emphasize these points during the school orientation and at each workshop, parent-teacher
conference, and through the newsletter. Staff at Turnbull hold a workshop each fall that
emphasizes these same points.
At Buhrer Elementary, a school-community council meeting involving parents and staff
recently focused on Arab culture and how it differs from other cultures, in order to help
promote understanding among Arab parents and other parents and staff at the school.

Tapping External Supports for Partnerships
Many Title I schools have nourished and strengthened school-family partnerships by tapping the
supports available in their local communities and beyond. Collaborative efforts to provide families
and schools with the tools they need to support learning can ultimately benefit all those interested
in and affected by the quality of children's education. Among the Title I programs we studied,
successful parent involvement strategies often grew out of school-community partnerships with
local businesses, agencies, and colleges and universities, as well as supports provided by school
districts and states.
School-Community Partnerships That Marshal Additional Resources
Schools rarely have the funds, staff, or space for all the family involvement activities they want or
need to offer. Many have forged partnerships with local businesses, agencies, and colleges or
universities to provide family services. Among the schools in our study, these services included
educational programming and a homework hotline, social services such as prevention of substance
abuse and child abuse prevention, conferences and workshops, adult education, health services,
refurbished school facilities, and refreshments for and transportation to school-sponsored events.
The following examples highlight some strategies schools and communities can use together to
expand opportunities for students and their families.
•

•

•

The Wendell Phillips Visual and Performing Arts Magnet School works with community
partners to meet both the academic and basic survival needs of its students. Hairdressers
come to the school to give students free hair cuts, a dental program gives uninsured
students free check-ups and dental work, and a business partner provides employee
volunteers for mentoring and tutoring.
Last year representatives from two community organizations, Alivaine Inc., and the Child
Crisis Center offered parenting education classes at Hueco Elementary at no cost to
parents. A child care worker from the local YMCA also volunteered to provide free child
care during parent classes. Local businesses contributed to the Super Readers program, in
which children receive awards for the number of books they read at home or have read to
them; businesses also provided pizza parties for classes with the most parent volunteer
hours.
A local bank and newspaper sponsor the Education Connection at Buhrer Elementary,
which is a homework voice mail system that enables teachers, instructional aides, and the
school psychologist to leave outgoing messages such as a daily homework assignment and
to receive messages from parents who want to ask questions or set appointments.

•

Through a partnership with Baldwin-Wallace College, Buhrer offers parents GED courses.
The school has scheduled parent-teacher conferences at the local library and YMCA,
which are closer to parents' homes, and the principal contacts parents' employers if
necessary to request time off so parents can meet with teachers.
Ferguson Elementary offers an adult evening school in conjunction with nearby Temple
University. Last year classes included computer literacy and self-esteem building and were
free of charge to parents. This year, classes will include computer literacy, ESL, and
Spanish. Teachers, parents, and other community members receive stipends from Temple
to teach the courses, and Temple also provides stipends for child care as an incentive for
parents to attend.

District and State Level Support for School-Family Partnerships
District and state supports for family involvement can include policies, funding, training, and
family services that contribute to successful family involvement. With the backing of these district
and state supports, school-family partnerships have a strong chance of succeeding, and schools
can draw on a broad system of expertise and experience. District and state-run parent resource
centers, described earlier, are one example of how schools can benefit.
A statewide effort we reviewed, the Alliance Schools Initiative, is a partnership among the Texas
Education Agency (TEA), the Texas Interfaith Education Fund (TIEF), and the Texas Industrial
Areas Foundation (TIAF). Its mission is to develop a strong decision-making, community-based
constituency of parents, teachers, and community leaders who work to improve student
achievement in low-income communities throughout Texas. The TEA provides maximum
flexibility to participating campuses willing to redesign their educational programs. Teachers and
principals agree to collaborate with parents, with each other, and with TIAF network
organizations to design and implement reform strategies. The TIEF coordinators train parents,
teachers, and principals in strategies to work together toimprove their schools. Many Alliance
schools receive competitive Investment Capital Fund grants from the TEA, which they use for
staff development, parent and community training, curriculum improvement, and enrichment
programs.
In addition, the schools we reviewed provided many examples of districtwide programs or
strategies supporting school-family partnerships:
•

•

Jefferson County Public Schools, which serve Louisville, Kentucky, recently contracted
with the Right Question Project to work with half of its middle schools in improving
parent involvement. As part of this effort, parents of students at Western Middle School
will receive training in helping their children develop critical thinking skills, evaluating
their children's educational progress, and helping with homework and project assignments.
One indicator of recently improved parent involvement at Western is an increase in the
number of parent conferences. From fall 1995 to spring 1996 the number of conferences
increased from 90–280.
The DeForest School District in Wisconsin has teamed with the local public library (which
is also the local Even Start site) to sponsor a family involvement and literacy program

•

•

using Epstein's framework of six types of family involvement (Epstein, 1995). It includes
adult basic education and ESL as well as parenting activities. Regular participation in Even
Start and Family Involvement and Literacy programs has increased by at least 25 percent
over the last three years.
South Delta Elementary School offers parents district-sponsored training through the Title
I office. Last year, these training sessions explained the scoring process and the results of
standardized tests as well as a workshop on how parents can increase their children's
vocabulary. In addition, a district tutorial liaison instructs parents and children in the use
of computer equipment.
Comprehensive family services, such as those offered through the South Bay Union
Elementary School District's Interagency Committee can provide the base of well-being
that families need to contribute time and energy to their children's education. This
committee, developed in 1990, responded to the growing need for schools and community
services to collaborate to meet the increasing health, literacy, and social service needs of
its many disadvantaged families. Representatives from 25 different health, social service,
public and governmental agencies piloted several school-based programs, including adult
literacy, family violence prevention, and support groups for students and parents.

Effects on Students and Families
Effective school-family partnerships benefit all involved school staff, parents, and students.
Research demonstrates that parent involvement can be an important contributor to student
achievement. Effective school-family partnerships can have important benefits for parents as well,
helping them to perceive their children's school in a more positive light, enhancing their sense of
efficacy as parents, and changing their perceptions of their children as learners (Ames, 1993;
Epstein, 1991).
Student Achievement
The experience of the schools and district programs reviewed for this Idea Book supports the
conclusion that family involvement can have significant effects on student achievement. Appendix
B presents evidence of improvement in student outcomes, wherever it was available, for each of
the school or district programs highlighted in this Idea Book. Although it is impossible to attribute
student achievement gains or other positive outcomes in any of these schools or districts solely to
their parent involvement activities, it does appear that many schools that make parent involvement
a priority also see student outcomes improve. For example, of the 13 schools highlighted in this
Idea Book and reviewed in appendix B, eight report gains in student achievement over the last
one to three years, four report gains in attendance rates or attendance rates remaining consistently
over 95 percent, and two report substantial decreases in disciplinary referrals over the last several
years. These positive outcomes may be due to increased parent involvement itself, or, what is
more likely, to a whole constellation of factors, including a strong instructional program and a
commitment to high standards for all students. Further study of these programs would be needed
to determine the relative influence of these various factors. Nevertheless, it appears that strong
parent involvement is an important feature of many schools that succeed in raising student
achievement.

Other Indicators of Success
Most of the schools and programs highlighted in this Idea Book offer evidence that their parent
involvement efforts have changed parents in some way. For example, most schools report that
more parents are volunteering at school, attending parent-teacher conferences, or signing up for
parenting workshops. Evidence of effects on parents among the schools featured here, however,
is limited to these measures of participation in school-based activities. In fact, there is little
indication that most practitioners in general have done much to evaluate their parent involvement
efforts beyond these “body counts.” There is a need for evaluation designs that will help
practitioners understand, for example, how various parent involvement strategies affect parents'
interactions with their children at home, what strategies work best with varied populations of
parents, and what kinds of staff development prompt better practice among school staff.
Conclusions About Establishing and Sustaining Partnerships
Experience in many schools and districts points to some common characteristics of successful
school-family partnerships. Schools that succeed in involving large numbers of parents and other
family members in the education of their children invest energy in finding solutions for problems,
not excuses. Successful schools view children's success as a shared responsibility, and all
stakeholders—including parents, administrators, teachers, and community leaders—play
important roles in supporting children's learning. Indeed, successful schools adopt a team
approach, where each partner assumes responsibilities for the success of the school-family
partnership.
At the same time that successful partnerships share accountability, specific stakeholders must
assume individual responsibility in order for partnerships to work. Above all, schools, under the
leadership of principals, possess the primary responsibility for initiating school-family
partnerships. Schools can invest heavily in professional development that supports family
involvement, create time for staff to work with parents, supply necessary resources, design
innovative strategies to meet the needs of diverse families, and provide useful information to
families on how they can contribute to their children's learning.
Once schools initiate the dialogue and bring parents in as full partners, families are typically ready
and willing to assume an equal responsibility for the success of their children. Ideally, this
partnership takes place in a context where policymakers, community groups, and employers share
the goals of the school and actively contribute to the attainment of those goals. In sum, a
broad-based coalition of like-minded stakeholders is the foundation of any successful partnership.
When community members work together, all stakeholders—and especially children—stand to
win.
Although the most appropriate strategies for a particular community will depend on local
interests, needs, and resources, successful approaches to promoting family involvement in the
education of their children share an emphasis on innovation and flexibility. The experiences of the
local schools and districts included here suggest the following guidelines for effective
home-school partnerships:

There is no ``one size fits all'' approach to partnerships. Build on what works well locally.
Begin the school-family partnership by identifying, with families, the strengths, interests, and
needs of families, students, and school staff, and design strategies that respond to identified
strengths, interests, and needs.
Training and staff development is an essential investment. Strengthen the school-family
partnership with professional development and training for all school staff as well as parents and
other family members. Both school staff and families need the knowledge and skills that enable
them to work with one another and with the larger community to support children's learning.
Communication is the foundation of effective partnerships. Plan strategies that accommodate
the varied language and cultural needs as well as lifestyles and work schedules of school staff and
families. Even the best planned school-family partnerships will fail if the participants cannot
communicate effectively.
Flexibility and diversity are key. Recognize that effective parent involvement takes many forms
that may not necessarily require parents' presence at a workshop, meeting, or school. The
emphasis should be on parents helping children learn, and this can happen in schools, homes, or
elsewhere in a community.
Projects need to take advantage of the training, assistance, and funding offered by sources
external to schools. These can include school districts, community organizations and public
agencies, local colleges and universities, state education agencies, and Comprehensive Regional
Assistance Centers.4 While Title I program funds support the parent involvement activities of
many programs featured here, several have increased the resources available for parent
involvement activities by looking beyond school walls.
Change takes time. Recognize that developing a successful school-family partnership requires
continued effort over time, and that solving one problem often creates new challenges. Further, a
successful partnership requires the involvement of many stakeholders, not just a few.
Projects need to regularly assess the effects of the partnership using multiple indicators.
These may include indicators of family, school staff, and community participation in and
satisfaction with school-related activities. They may also include measures of the quality of
school-family interactions; and varied indicators of student educational progress.
Although success in school-family partnerships rarely comes easily, the pay-offs to children and
their educational success can be well worth the hard work required to forge and sustain the
partnerships.

Endnotes
1.

The Idea Book is a companion publication to a recent report to Congress (U.S.
Department of Education, 1997) that identifies and describes: (1) common barriers to
effective parental involvement in the education of Title I participating children; and (2)
successful local policies and programs that improve parental involvement and the
performance of participating children.

2.

Part B of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, as amended (P.L. 105-17),
requires that children and youth with disabilities have an IEP. The IEP is a written
document developed in a team meeting. A representative of the school who is qualified to
provide (or supervise the provision of special education and the student's teacher(s) must
attend. Parents must be invited and may attend. The student may also attend, at the
discretion of the parents.

3.

A schoolwide program may use its Title I Part A funds, combined with other federal
education funds, to upgrade the school's entire educational program rather than to deliver
federally supported services only to identified children. By affecting the entire program of
instruction, the overall education of children in high poverty schools can be improved.
Beginning with the 1996-97 school year, Title I participating schools with a poverty level
of at least 50 percent can choose to become a schoolwide program.

4.

The role of the Comprehensive Regional Assistance Centers is to support and assist states,
school districts, schools, tribes, community-based organizations, and other recipients of
funds under the IASA by providing technical assistance in: (1) implementing school reform
to improve teaching and learning for all students; (2) adopting, adapting, and
implementing promising and proven practices for improving teaching and learning; and (3)
coordinating IASA recipients' school reform programs with other educational plans and
activities so that all students, particularly students at risk of educational failure, are
provided opportunities to meet challenging state content and performance standards.
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