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PREFACE

In the Fall of 2001, the Office of Vocational and Educational Services for Individuals with Disabilities (VESID)

at the New York State Education Department expressed an interest in technical assistance from the Office of Special

Education Programs (OSEP) at the United States Department of Education to further their efforts to encourage positive parent

involvement in schools. Based on that communication, CADRE (the OSEP-funded National Center on Dispute Resolution)

began working with VESID staff to develop a technical assistance plan. It was agreed that an important first step would be

to convene a small work group of educators and parent leaders to identify priority activities. Prior to that meeting, CADRE

was asked to summarize research on parent involvement from the past decade and present it to the work group. That

summary, The Impact of Parent/Family Involvement on Student Outcomes:  An Annotated Bibliography

of Research During the Past Decade (Carter, 2002), clearly documented the value of family involvement in education

and demonstrated the relationship between parent involvement and improved student outcomes.

When the work group convened in spring 2002, it reviewed the bibliography and developed a plan for future activities.

It was agreed that an initial focus for the initiative would be to assist “low-performing” schools in identifying and implementing

activities that would lead to higher levels of positive parent engagement. It was agreed that CADRE would put together a

“sourcebook” that would identify and describe promising practices in family-community-school involvement occurring in

pre-K-12 school environments across the country. An initial draft was reviewed by an expanded group of parents and educators

in October, 2002, who provided feedback on ways the document might be strengthened.

A New York state-focused version of the sourcebook was completed in the winter of 2004. This expanded version includes

additional descriptions of programs and resources from 16 states, providing a more national perspective. It was compiled

as a resource for educators to use to build effective school-family-community involvement. Although the focus of the

sourcebook is on building-level strategies for school personnel, the ideas should be useful to these others as well:

•  Family members: to gain ideas about how families can be effectively involved in school-

family-community activities;

•  Community members: to learn how community members can build successful partnerships with

schools and families;

•  Teacher education faculty members and students:  to research and study family involvement

practices and programs;

•  Policymakers, including legislators, state and national organization leaders, and state and 

national education department officials: to help shape state and national policies

and legislation regarding family involvement in schools;

•  Funding agencies: to gain information about family-involvement practices occurring across the

country that are worthy of financial support.

This sourcebook is based on the belief that schools that make an investment in developing family-friendly policies

and environments where educators work closely with families avoid becoming “islands separated from the families

they serve” (Dodd & Konzal, 2002, p. 232). Schools that demonstrate a commitment to open communication and

collaborative problem solving with families can go a long



way toward preventing the onset and escalation of adversarial school-family relationships that inevitably detract from the
mission of helping children learn.

Not all the strategies included will work for every school. To be most effective, school administrators and teachers, in
consultation with parents and community representatives, should select strategies based upon each individual school’s
needs, priorities, resources, student population, and community support. Many of the strategies can also be adapted to
fit local school/district needs.

The sourcebook includes guiding principles for family-school-community involvement, tips for getting started,
a self-assessment tool to determine current practices, strategies, and program descriptions that have been organized
according to the following interrelated eight “cluster strategies”:

1. Creating a family-friendly school environment
2. Building a support infrastructure
3. Encouraging family involvement
4. Developing family-friendly communication
5. Supporting family involvement on the homefront
6. Supporting educational opportunities for families
7. Creating family-school-community partnerships
8. Preparing educators to work with families

Additionally, a comprehensive index of family
involvement practices is included for each
“cluster strategy” as well as resources for evaluating
the effectiveness of family involvement activities.
A sample school calendar of family involvement
activities, a bibliography, and a list of contacts
for additional information and references are
also included.



Introduction

So much is riding on our schools. As parents and communities, we have entrusted them with our
greatest resource and tangible investment in the future: our children. The sheer magnitude of what we 
ask of these institutions-to promote learning, prepare a workforce and create a citizenry — puts them 
at the heart of our communities and endows them with special status. (Melaville & Blank, 1998)

Education in the 21st century means much more than providing students with academic knowledge and skills.
“Educators alone cannot help children develop intellectually, personally, socially, and morally — develop all the knowledge,
attitudes, and skills they need to be productive citizens and caring people as adults” (Dodd & Konzal, 2002, p. 27). Educating
children to live in our rapidly changing and increasingly complex society “requires contributions and commitments from
everyone in the community” (Dodd & Konzal, 2002, p. 288).

Although, as this sourcebook demonstrates, many schools, communities and families are working closely together to meet
children’s educational needs, all too often schools seem to be “islands separated from the families they serve and the
communities in which their students live” (Dodd & Konzal, 2002, p. 232). In its Final Report on Family Wise Focus
Groups, the Colorado Foundation for Families and Children (2002) reported that “while many families cited their
children's schools as being a source of support for their family, others saw the schools as being neutral at best and a threat
at worst” (p. 9). Some of the most frequently cited concerns, which crossed ethnic and socioeconomic lines, were the
perceived lack of caring on the part of teachers, the perception of playing favorites, class size, weapons in schools, and
grade promotion without evidence of learning.

Because schools, communities, and families play interconnected roles in this crucial mission of educating children, they
must find ways to work together as educational partners (National PTA, Building Successful Partnerships, 2000).
And providing parents with information and resources to support their children’s education is a cornerstone of the
No Child Left Behind Act.



WHAT IS FAMILY INVOLVEMENT?

We use the term “family involvement” in this sourcebook in an expansive way to include and recognize the value of a
broad spectrum of activities that involve family members and/or guardians helping children to learn, both at home
and at school. The single parent who works two jobs to support her three children and makes sure they are safe, loved,
and fed each morning before school is “involved.” The significant other who attends the IEP meeting of his partner’s
child is “involved.” The grandparents with temporary custody of their two grandchildren who clear a space at the
kitchen table for them to do homework are “involved.” The foster parents who keep their foster children’s birth parents
informed of their children’s progress in school are “involved.” The immigrant parents who cannot speak English and
are unfamiliar with the American school system but are passing on a strong work ethic to their children are “involved.”
The father serving in the Air Force Reserves who is deployed on a military mission and records audiotapes of himself
reading books for his preschooler to hear while he is away is “involved.” The stepfather who volunteers to judge a
debate tournament at his stepson’s high school is “involved.” The Bosnian parents who volunteer to teach their
daughter’s school staff about the Bosnian language and culture are “involved.” So too is the aunt caring for her
nephew with spina bifida who becomes a strong advocate for his needs.

Ten Truths of Parent Involvement

1.  All parents have hopes and goals for their children. They differ in how they support their children’s
     efforts to achieve those goals.

2.   The home is one of several spheres that simultaneously influence a child. The school must work with
     other spheres for the child’s benefit, not push them apart.

3.  The parent is the central contributor to a child’s education. Schools can either co-opt that role or
     recognize the potential of the parent.

4.  Parent involvement must be a legitimate element of education. It deserves equal emphasis with elements
     such as program improvement and evaluation.

5.  Parent involvement is a process, not a program of activities. It requires ongoing energy and effort.

6.  Parent involvement requires a vision, policy, and framework. A consensus of understanding is important.

7.  Parents’ interaction with their own children is the cornerstone of parent involvement. A program must 
     recognize the value, diversity, and difficulty of this role.

8.  Most barriers to parent involvement are found within school practices. They are not found within parents.

9.  Any parent can be “hard to reach.” Parents must be identified and approached individually; they are
     not defined by gender, ethnicity, family situation, education, or income.

            10.  Successful parent involvement nurtures relationship and partnerships. It strengthens bonds between
     home and school, parent and educator, parent and school, school and community.
     (RMC Research Corporation, 1999)

Reprinted with permission



TODAY’S FAMILIES TAKE MANY DIFFERENT FORMS

American families are more diverse than ever before, spanning cultures, languages, levels of education, and socioeconomic
and demographic differences. In the year 2000 one out of every three Americans was of African American, Hispanic,
Asian American, or Native American heritage (Bureau of the Census, 1997). Contemporary families can be described
as “traditional, blended, extended, multi-generational, migrant, minority, single-parent, divorced, dual-worker, and
refugee” (Funkhouser & Gonzales, 1997). In 2001, 27% of children in the U.S. were living in single-parent homes,
and 40% of children living with their mothers had not seen their fathers during the past year (National Fatherhood
Initiative, 2001). Additionally, children being raised by grandparents are a growing population (Rothenberg, 1996),
and many children live with extended family members or with foster parents.

These rapid and continuing changes in the American family have vastly complicated the issue of how to involve
families in their children's education and pose some significant questions for educators to consider:

How can we stimulate more parent involvement if mothers work outside the home? Which parents do we try 
to reach: the stepparent a child lives with, the father who lives across town, the kindergartner’s 34-year-old 
grandmother, or perhaps her 19-year-old mother? What responsibility do we have to help children cope with
the stress of their parents’ breaking up? How can we ask overburdened single parents to help teachers educate
their children? How can we be adequately sensitive to cultural, social and economic differences, and collaborate
with parents who cannot speak English or whose cultural background makes our way of thinking and doing 
things almost incomprehensible?  (Henderson, Marburger, & Ooms, 1986, p. xv)

Because of the variety of students’ backgrounds, reaching out to families has become increasingly complex for schools.
Educators who define families in more narrow terms may have assumptions that make it difficult for them to
understand the families of many of their students. The San Diego City Schools (1991) identified the following
“common assumptions” held by educators that can either hinder or facilitate home-school collaboration.

Identifying these assumptions is a first step toward changing them and determining ways for educators to  encourage
family involvement in school (Caplan, 2001, p. 7).

Educators’ Assumptions that Hinder or Facilitate Home-School Collaboration

Assumptions that Hinder Collaboration

Parents who don’t attend school events don’t care
about their children’s success in school.

Parents who are illiterate, non-English speaking, or
unemployed can’t help their children with school.

Parents from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds
don’t understand how to help their children with school.

It’s up to parents to find out what is going on at school.

Parent involvement is not worth educators’ effort.

Assumptions that Facilitate Collaboration

Not all parents can come to school or feel comfortable
about it; that doesn’t mean they don’t care.

All families have strengths and skills they can contribute to
their children’s school success.

Parents from different ethnic and racial groups may have
alternative and important ways of supporting their children.

Schools have a responsibility to reach out to all parents.

Parent involvement pays off in improved student achievement,
improved school effectiveness, and
increased parent and community satisfaction.



Recognition of Family Strengths
Parents are a child’s “first and most influential” teachers and often their strongest
advocates. Parents “teach, model and guide their children” (Rockwell, Andrew,
& Hawley, 1996, p. 25). They are the “big picture” team members in their child’s
education. Many parents spend 365 days a year with their children and are the
most knowledgeable about their history, interests, and abilities (Rockwell,
Andrews & Hawley, 1996, p. 26). Providing opportunities for parents to share
information about their children can help families and educators avoid conflict
and develop collaborative relationships that encourage the best educational
opportunities for students.

This sharing of information is especially important for the families of children
with disabilities.These family members are valuable sources of  information,
as they know the history and understand the nature of their children’s disabilities
Children with disabilities may need special assistance and may have specific
medical concerns, assistive technology needs, transportation needs, feeding
issues, or behavioral/social concerns that need to be conveyed by families
to educators.

Although the American family has changed dramatically over the last half century, with increasing numbers of
single-parent households, more varied family structures, increasing numbers of working mothers, less father involvement,
more children living in poverty, and a rising number of homeless families (Moore, Chalf, Scarpa, &Vandivere, 2002),
Whitaker and Fiore (2001) maintain that “parents are parents’ — that today’s parents are not significantly different
from parents of 50 years ago. “Parents still want what is best for their children” (Christopher, 1996, p. 5).
Regardless of the challenges that families face, all have unique strengths worthy of recognition and respect
(Moore, Chalf, Scarpa, & Vandivere, 2002).

“One thing I have learned will stay with me no matter where I go or where I teach:
Never underestimate the power of a parent.’

Carla Becker, teacher, Norwalk, Iowa
(Stone, 1999)

“I’m poor, I’m single, I’m a mom, and I deserve respect.”

Mothers living in poverty face more complex challenges to becoming involved in their children's education than do
middle-class mothers (Bloom, 2001). “Mothers in poverty, lacking in one or more important resources such as academic
skills, emotional well-being, positive ties in schools, a sense of entitlement to be involved in schools, flexible schedules,
and money may find involvement extremely burdensome and psychologically taxing” (Bloom, 2001). When they fail to
live up to the expectations of schools for family involvement, mothers living in poverty often feel that they are viewed
by the school as part of the problem instead of being welcomed as educational partners.Additionally, mothers who live
in poverty indicate that in interactions with schools they often feel “de-skilled” by teachers treating them as if they lack
knowledge of their children; “disappeared” by being ignored and disregarded during conversations about their children;
“infantilized” by teachers relating to them as if they are students; intimidated by the team approach and professional
status of school staff scrutinizing their parenting; and marginalized by their roles in these interactions
(Reay, 1999; Bloom, 2001).

Aside from children’s
parents or guardians,
classroom teachers are the
“most significant adults”
in children’s lives.
“When teachers strive to
work collaboratively with
their students’ families in
honoring and including
students, results are
astonishing”
O’Shea, O’Shea, Algozzine,
& Hammitte, 2001, p. 11).



Bloom (2001) suggests that in addressing poverty-related issues schools should shift their focus from “poor mothers”
to the social inequalities and stereotypes perpetuated by the schools’ typically middle-class approach to family involvement.
“What needs to be made visible are not the failures of poor mothers,” she contends, “but the failure of the schools to
support poor single mothers.”

Beyond Welfare, a community-based, grassroots organization in central Iowa, has developed an advocacy program
that assists mothers living in poverty with school-related issues. Volunteer advocates accompany mothers to school
and help them “sort out what they are hearing, interrupt the interactions when they are demeaning or humiliating,
and remind the staff of the mother’s presence and expert knowledge about her child” (Bloom, 2001).

Insights into Poverty

Bowie Elementary Principal Ruby K. Payne, who has done extensive research on families living in poverty
in Illinois, indicates that although poverty is normally thought of in terms of financial resources, these
“do not explain the differences in the success with which individuals leave poverty nor the reasons that
many stay in poverty. “The ability to leave poverty,” she says, “is more dependent upon other resources than
it is upon financial resources” (Payne, 2001, pp. 16-17). Each of these resources — including financial,
emotional, mental, spiritual, physical, support systems, relationships/role models, and knowledge of hidden
rules —“plays a vital role in the success of the individual.”

Payne concludes from her years of research in studying poverty that:

 1.  Poverty is relative.

 2.  Poverty occurs in all races and in all countries.

 3.  Economic class is a continuous line, not a clear-cut distinction.

 4.  Generational poverty and situational poverty are different.

 5.  This work is based on patterns.  All patterns have exceptions.

 6.  An individual brings with him/her the hidden rules of the class in which he/she was raised.

 7.  Schools and businesses operate from middle-class norms and use the hidden rules of the middle class.

 8.  For students to be successful, we must understand their hidden rules and teach them  the rules that
      will make them successful at school or work.

 9.   We can neither excuse students nor scold them for not knowing; as educators we must teach them
      and provide support, insistence, and expectations.

10. To move from poverty to the middle class or from the middle class to wealth, an individual must give up
      relationships for achievement (at least for some period of time). (Payne, 2001, pp. 10-11)

Additional Demands of Raising Children with Disabilities

Families who are raising children with disabilities face daily stresses that far exceed those of families with non-disabled
children. They must negotiate confusing and complicated human and educational service systems, shopping from place
to place, piecing together a blend of services that will meet their child’s needs. In the process, they may receive conflicting
information, follow mistaken leads, contend with confusing eligibility criteria, and struggle through baffling application
processes. The special education system, in which most children with disabilities are involved, is a complicated one.
While families are considered members of the special education team, they frequently arrive on this team with little



knowledge or preparation. Participating in the development of their child’s educational program can be
overwhelming and intimidating, especially in meetings, where a large group of professionals are speaking unfamiliar
educational jargon.

In addition to the stress involved in negotiating the various service systems, families of children with disabilities face
financial stresses above and beyond those faced by families of non-disabled children. The cost of raising children with
disabilities is much higher than the cost of raising children without disabilities, with more money spent on medical
care, therapies, equipment, transportation, childcare, and other needed services. Because there are fewer available
after-school, social, recreational, and community programs that meet the needs of children with disabilities, families
must spend more time locating these services. In cases where the services are not available, parents may need to take
time off work or even quit their jobs to care for their children.

Respecting Cultural Diversity

“All families are embedded in a cultural context and in economic and social realities that shape their lifestyles, attitudes,
and childrearing practices” (Smith & Smith, 2003). Reaching out to and connecting with families of different cultural
backgrounds “requires that educators develop an understanding of cultural differences, demonstrate respect for the
differing values and behaviors of diverse families, and become aware of the unique communication styles of the various
cultural groups that are represented in their programs” (Muscott, 2002). Moreover, educators working with culturally
diverse families “need to move beyond stereotypes that may be grounded in their own limited frame of reference”
(Kugler, 2002) while they “move beyond cultural knowledge and develop an understanding of how each individual
family expresses its culture” (Muscott, 2002).

Ariza (2002) recommends that schools “create aggressive plans to educate immigrant parents about their rights and
welcome them to the school.” Educators need to develop strategies that will help educate parents about their educational
rights in a language they can understand in order to: 1) ensure a free, appropriate education for their child; 2) make
informed decisions and offer consent before educational actions are taken; 3) be included in any disciplinary actions
concerning their children; 4) appeal decisions with which they do no agree; and 5) participate in informational meetings
(Young & Helvie, 1996; Ariza, 2002).

Culture encompasses everything around us; it is a part of every environment. Often we forget that children
and youth bring their very own culture from home into school, and as a result they may struggle with
trying to make it all fit. Successful learning depends greatly on everyone's ability to accept, listen,
and embrace  cultural diversity so that we can celebrate our unique strengths and contributions to our
school community, one which is composed of families (parents and guardians), children and youth,
educators, and administrators.  Just imagine what can happen if we give ourselves the opportunity
to  learn from the contributions that our many cultures bring to the table.

Lourdes Rivera-Putz
Program Director, United We Stand of New York

Cross-cultural research indicates that there is no universally successful way to involve families.  Even definitions of
“involvement” vary in different cultures (Trumbull, Rothstein-Fisch, Greenfield, and Quiroz, 2001; Dodd & Konzal, 2002).



In some cultures, schools and home are viewed as separate entities, and parents do not view questioning what teachers
do at school as their role. In some culturally diverse families, older siblings — not parents — help younger ones by
tutoring and helping with homework.

Many families arriving each year from other countries may be experiencing “cultural, social, and linguistic trauma”
(Carrasquillo &London, 1993, p. 43). These immigrants may have had little opportunity for formal education in their
homelands and may not feel prepared to help their children at home or volunteer in schools (Finders & Lewis, 1994).
Additionally, these parents may initially be unfamiliar with the American education system and may not be aware of the
social, cultural, and academic skills required for success in American schools (p. 43). In reaching out to culturally
diverse families, educators who demonstrate “knowledge and understanding, sensitivity, and respect for cultural
differences” can help bridge differences and develop positive relationships with these families (p. 21).

My son is not an empty glass coming into your class to be filled. He is a full basket coming into a
different environment and society with something special to share. Please let him share his knowledge, 
heritage, and culture with you and his peers.

Robert Lake (Medicine Grizzlybear)
Caught Between Two Worlds, 1998

Schools are in a unique position of being capable of reversing the “present power structures in society” that often force
minority-language families to adopt the culture of the majority if they want to participate in the education of their children
or risk being “marginalized and silenced.” By discovering and building upon the cultural and linguistic strengths of
these families, schools can empower families to decide what is best for their children and become involved in whatever ways
they feel are appropriate (Blackledge, 2000, p. 145).

If we are going to find solutions to our challenges and grow as a human race, we need to VALUE diversity.
For it will be most likely that the answers to our most stubborn questions will be found through the strength
in our diversity and our ability to thrive in it.

Dr. Candace White-Ciraco
Coordinator, Research, Planning & Grants
Eastern Suffolk BOCES, Holbrook, New York

Key Practices of Schools Engaging Culturally Diverse Families

Schools that have been successful in engaging culturally diverse families share three key practices.
These schools:

•  focus on building trusting collaborative relationships among teachers, families, and
    community members;

•  recognize, respect, and address families’ needs, as well as class and cultural difference;

•  embrace a philosophy of partnership where power and responsibility are shared.
    (Henderson & Mapp, 2002, p. 7)



What the Research Says

In A New Generation of Evidence, Henderson and Berla (1994) state:  “The evidence is now beyond dispute.
When schools work together with families to support learning, children tend to succeed not just in school, but throughout
life” (p. 1). Three decades of research have demonstrated that parent-family involvement is a “critical element of
effective schooling” (Mental Health in Schools Training and Technical Assistance Center, 1996). Family involvement
significantly contributes to improved student outcomes. Students, parents, teachers, administrators, and communities
all derive benefits from family involvement, as illustrated in the following table.

In a bibliographical analysis of more than 60 research articles published during the past decade on the impact of family
involvement on student outcomes, Carter (2002) made 12 key findings:

Communities:
•  Greater strength through collaboration with
    schools and parents
•  Greater impact of services through a
    comprehensive, integrated approach
•  Increased access to services for families
•  Greater sense of community

Students:
•  More positive attitudes toward school
•  Higher achievement, better attendance,
    and more homework completed consistently
•  Higher graduation rates and enrollment rates
    in postsecondary education
•  Better schools to attend

Parents:
•  Greater knowledge of education programs
    and how schools work
•  Knowledge of how to be more supportive of children
•  Greater confidence about ways to help
    children learn
•  More positive views of teachers
•  Greater empowerment

Benefits of Better Parent/School Collaboration

Teachers and Administrators:
•  Greater teaching effectiveness
•  Higher expectations of students
•  Increased ability to understand family views
    and cultures
•  Greater appreciation of parent volunteers
•  Improved morale
•  Greater sense of community

(National PTA, Building Successful Partnerships, 2000; Countryman & Eggleston, 1994; Shartrand, Weiss,
Kreider, & Lopez, 1997; National Coalition for Parent Involvement in Education, 2002)

1.   Effective parent/family involvement improves student outcomes throughout the school years.
2.   While parent/family involvement improves student outcomes, variations in culture, ethnicity, and/or
      socioeconomic background affect how families are involved.
3.   Parent/family involvement at home has more impact on children than parent/family involvement
      in school activities.
4.   The nature of effective parent/family involvement changes as children reach adolescence.
5.   Parent/family involvement in early childhood programs helps children succeed in their transition to
      kindergarten and elementary school.
6.   Parents/families may need guidance and assistance in how to effectively support their children with homework.
7.   The many ways that families of differing cultural/ethnic backgrounds are involved in their children’s
      education are valuable and should be respected when planning parent/family involvement programs.



8.   Improved student outcomes have been documented in mathematics and literacy when parents/families
      are involved.
9.   The most promising opportunity for student achievement occurs when families, schools, and
       community organizations work together.
10. To be effective, school programs must be individualized to fit the needs of the students, parents, and community.
11. Effective programs assist parents in creating a home environment that fosters learning and provides
      support and encouragement for their children’s success.
12. Teachers and administrators must be trained to promote effective parent/family involvement.

Changing Perspectives

“Children and families must be at the heart of our education reform efforts, and they must be
involved in deciding what services are needed and how they are provided.  As educators, we must
be committed to flexibility, to teamwork, and to making our families welcome inside our schools.
As service providers, we must make the family the center of our efforts, with new hours, new attitudes,
and new models that are family-centered and stress the needs of the customer. As policy makers we
must place the family at the center of our efforts and make the programs revolve around that center,
rather than following old models that have forced the family into the service available, instead of
designing the services around the needs of our families and our children.”
(U.S. Department of Education, School linked, 1995, p. 24)

For many years the prevailing view of many educators was that families had a very limited role to play at their
children’s schools:
•  parents should come to school only when invited
•  stay-at-home mothers served as “room mothers”
•  parents visited school mainly for children’s performances and open houses
•  parents helped raise funds (e.g., bake sales to buy new band uniforms)

“The idea of parents coming in and out of school at any time was seen as intrusive and a challenge to teachers’
professionalism” (Johnson, 2001, p. 86). Parents, too, often viewed education professionals as adversaries.
Teachers and parents moved in “separate spheres of influence” based upon their individual responsibilities and
respective views (parents’ focus on “my child” versus educators’ responsibility for considering the needs of all
students, including individual ones) (Dodd & Konzal, 2002, p.86). Under this paradigm, educators asked:
“What can parents, community members, and organizations do for us?” (Dodd & Konzal, 2002, p. 25).

Parents’ focus on “my child” and educators’ focus on “all children” must be extended and
reconceptualized to a community concern and commitment for educating all children as “our children.”

(Dodd & Konzal, 2002, p. 289)

Epstein (1987) challenged this separatism by creating a model of “overlapping spheres of influence” on children’s
learning that includes family, school, and community. The more compatible these spheres are, the more effective
families, schools, and communities are in sharing the responsibility of educating children.



The way in which schools care about children is reflected in the way they care about the children’s families.  
If educators view children simply as students, they are likely to see the family as separate from the school.
That is, the family is expected to do its job and leave the education of children to the schools.
If educators view students as children, they are likely to see both the family and the community as partners 
with the school in children’s education and development. Partners recognize their shared interests in and 
responsibilities for children, and they work together to create better programs and opportunities for students.

 (Epstein, 2001, p. 403)

Schools that have been the most successful in involving families “look beyond traditional definitions to a broader
conception of parents as full partners in the education of their children.” These schools view children’s learning as
a “shared responsibility” among stakeholders, including parents, who play important roles in this endeavor
(U.S. Department of Education, Family, 1997). Educators at these schools ask, “What can all of us together do to
educate all children well?” (Dodd & Konzal, 2002, p. 126).

“Schools must recognize that parent involvement activities are not just opportunities for schools to 
transmit knowledge to parents, but for parents to educate teachers and administrators as well.” 

(Allexsaht-Snider, 1995)

Schools as Extended Family

When children begin their educational careers, the school becomes an “extension of the family”: “If learning is to
occur, the trust relationship developed between a parent and child during the first years of life must be transferred to
school staff” (Bryk & Schneider, 2002, p. 27). In order to build a trusting relationship, families need to convey to
children that teachers play a “special role” in their lives similar to that of extended family members. In turn, teachers
must earn this trust as extended family members in the relationships they build with children and their families.

Studies of resilience have underscored the importance of a “consistently supportive person” in the life of a child
(Brodkin & Coleman, 1996). While ideally this should be a parent, if necessary, it can also be another family
member, a friend, a neighbor, or a teacher. This individual is one who “unflaggingly communicates the conviction
that this child can and will beat the odds. Often this person also serves as a resilient role model”
(Brodkin & Coleman, 1996). In addition to offering emotional support, teachers can also nurture resilience by
helping students build networks of caring adults who will serve as a positive force in their lives, encouraging activities
that will help students develop caring relationships with peers, and teaching students social skills.

A Growing Movement

In 1994 the United States Department of Education created the Partner for Family Involvement in Education (PFIE)
to promote children’s learning. The partnership is a “broad-based coalition of thousands of schools, families, employers,
government and the community that have joined together to address intersecting concerns” (U.S. Department of
Education, Employers, 1995). The Department of Education supports PFIE partners around the country, providing
resources, making connections, sharing best practices, and keeping partners current on educational issues and trends
(U.S. Department of Education, About PFIE, 1996).



•  school report cards be provided to parents of migrant students in the language of the parent, where feasible;
•  school districts receiving Title I, Part A funding develop and distribute to parents a written parent
    involvement policy that establishes expectations for parent involvement;
•  schools receiving Title I, Part A funding seek the assistance of parents, educators, and administrators in
    valuing the contribution of parents, determining how to reach out to, communicate with, and work with
    parents as equal partners, implementing and coordinating parent programs, and building ties between
    parents and schools;
•  schools receiving Title I, Part A funding convene an annual meeting to provide parents with timely
    information about programs, a description and explanation of the curriculum in use at the school, the forms
    of academic assessment used to measure student progress, and the proficiency levels students are expected
    to meet;
•  schools receiving Title I, Part A funding develop a school-parent compact that outlines how parents,
    the entire school staff, and students will share the responsibility for improved student academic achievement
    and the means by which the school and parents will develop a partnership to help children achieve the
    state’s high standards;
•  schoolwide reform plans include parental involvement and partnerships with parents and communities;
    and schools include parents in the planning of professional development activities and activities associated
    with other federally funded programs (Boland & Foxworth, 2003; U.S. Department of Education, 2002).

The National Parent Teacher Association (PTA), in cooperation with education and parent involvement professionals,
also reaffirmed the value of family involvement in its National Standards for Parent/Family Involvement Programs (National
PTA, 1999). Other organizations, networks, and initiatives involving family-school-community partnerships continue
to grow: the National Network of Partnership Schools, the National Coalition for Parent Involvement in Education (NCPIE),
and the Coalition for Community Schools. In 2001, three states — Indiana, Michigan, and Nevada — all passed legislation
designed to increase parent involvement in schools (ECS Information Clearinghouse, 2002). In 1990 California was
the first state to pass a law requiring local school boards to develop family involvement policies. Subsequently, the state
passed the Family School Partnership Act 1994 allowing parents, grandparents, and guardians to spend 40 hours of
work time participating in school and licensed child care center activities during the school year (California Department
of Education, no date)

The federal government acknowledged the significance of family involvement in Goal 8 of the Goals 2000 legislation:
“Every school will promote partnerships that will increase parental involvement and participation in promoting the
social, emotional, and academic growth of children” (U. S. Department of Education, Goals 2000, 1994). Reflecting
this goal, Title I regulations include mandates for family-school connections for states, districts, and schools to obtain
and keep federal funds (Epstein, 2001). The Elementary and Secondary Education Act reauthorized in 2002 as the
No Child Left Behind Act  also includes provisions for family involvement, including requirements that:

The law also “establishes school-linked or school-based parental information and resource centers that provide
training, information, and support to parents, and to individuals and organizations that work with parents, to
implement parental involvement strategies that lead to improvements in student academic achievement”
(U.S. Department of Education, 2002). Other federal, state, and local policies also mandate and/or encourage
partnership activities.

If we are serious about leaving no child behind, we must broaden our notion of accountability,
accepting that the school’s impact is more modest than we wish, the family’s more robust than
we have acknowledged.

Robert Evans, “Family matters: The real crisis in education,”
Education Week, May 22, 2002



Parent advocacy for educational rights for their children resulted in the passage of PL 94-142 (the Education for
All Handicapped Children Act) in 1975. The percentage of students in public schools receiving special education services
has risen steadily since then (Public Agenda Online, 2002). Successive reauthorizations and amendments to this initial
legislation have involved teachers and families working together to meet the educational needs of children with disabilities.
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) reauthorized in 1997 provides an even stronger mandate for
parent involvement than any preceding special education legislation (O’Shea, O’Shea, Algozzine, and Hammitte, 2001).
The law requires that parents of children receiving special education services must actively participate in the design
of Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) for their child.

Collaboration with families is Target 4 of 7 included in the National Agenda for Children and Youth With Serious
Emotional Disturbance (U. S. Department of Education, Sixteenth annual, 1994). The target stresses the need to
collaborate with families through active decision making that respects parents as partners rather than clients
(Cheney and Osher, 1997). “Services,” according to Target 4, “should be open, helpful, culturally competent,
accessible to families, and school-based as well as community-based” (U. S. Department of Education,
Sixteenth annual, 1994, p. 119).

While family involvement has clearly reached a “new level of acceptance” today as one of many factors that can help
improve the quality of schools, “acceptance does not always translate into implementation, commitment, or creativity”
(Drake, 2000, p. 34). In the 15,000 school districts and more than 88,000 schools across the country, much
remains to be done. According to Henderson and Raimondo (2001), parent involvement is “truly the most
untapped resource that we have.”

Barriers to Family Involvement

Most of the time it is not lack of interest that prevents parents from becoming involved in their children’s education
(State of Iowa, 1998) but challenges such as poverty, single parenting, language/literacy barriers, and cultural and
socioeconomic isolation that hinder involvement. A number of other barriers can prevent families from being
involved in their children’s education. These barriers may originate in the home environment or may be related to
school policies and practices:

•  School environments that do not support parent/family involvement
•  School practices that do not accommodate diverse family needs
•  Child care constraints, especially for families with children with disabilities
•  Families’ past negative experiences with schools and/or feelings of uncertainty about
    “treading on school ‘territory’”
•  Families’, particularly those who live in poverty, past interactions with schools that have marginalized
    their contributions
•  Cultural differences (language barriers, attitudes toward professionals, lack of knowledge about the
    American education system, etc.)
•  Parents are not aware that they are expected to be involved in their child’s education
•  Parents are not aware that they have power concerning decision making about their child’s education
•  Parents believe that the teacher has special authority and they should not question that authority
•  Parents feel uncomfortable if there are few or no teachers representing their cultural group
•  Parents feel their family status is demeaned if their children are used as interpreters



•  Primacy of basic needs (food, clothing and shelter take precedence over educational needs)
•  Feelings of inadequacy associated with differences in income or education
•  Time constraints
•  Intimidating size of the school
•  Safety, especially in inner-city school neighborhoods
•  Uncertainty about how to contribute
•  Uncertainty about how the system works
    (White-Clark & Decker, 1996; Whitaker & Fiore, 2001; Ballen & Moles, 1994; Funkhouser & Gonzales,
    1997; Jesse, 1995; Henderson, Marburger, & Ooms, 1986; Wollman-Bonilla, 2000; Bloom, 2001;
    Bauer & Shea, 2003; Ariza, 2002)

A 1992  National PTA survey of 27,000 local and unit presidents in the organization indicated that lack of time was
by far (89% of respondents) the greatest barrier to family involvement in schools (Funkhouser & Gonzales, 1997).

Caplan (2001) includes an instrument, “Challenges to Family Involvement Program” (p. 27), that can be used to
assess barriers to family involvement and plan strategies to address them.

Families know their children the best and should be respected for that knowledge. Schools have
a lot of knowledge about children, but they are not in the relationship for a lifetime. When schools 
understand and respect what families bring to the table then partnerships can grow.

Susie Nettleton
Finger Lakes Regional Coordinator,
Parent to Parent of New York State

Making Time for Family Involvement

While families may be more diverse than ever before, they share the common trait that they are all busy.
Families’ often hectic pace of life and numerous responsibilities seem to leave little time in the day for “one more thing.”
Families who have children with disabilities are often even busier because of the special, more time-consuming needs
of their children. In addition to these often overwhelming responsibilities, these families also need to understand the
complex laws and legal issues that impact children in special education and their families (Guernsey & Klare, 2001).

The majority of mothers and fathers now work outside of the home to support their families, and many of these
parents are raising children by themselves. Their hectic daily lives do not allow large blocks of time to be devoted to
“family involvement” activities. In addition, some mothers and fathers are caring for aging parents at the same time
that they are raising children, so their time and attention are divided.

Similarly, teachers and administrators are busy people with multiple responsibilities. Family involvement may not be a
priority among the many issues that compete for their attention each day. Scarce school resources, in terms of time,
personnel, and funds, may make the adoption of any new initiatives seem unreasonable. There may also be provisions
in union contracts and collective bargaining agreements that limit the amount of time that educators can devote to family
involvement activities. Tight budgets — a reality in most schools — may not support additional activities to encourage
more family involvement.



However, for families as well as educators, family
involvement need not be a supplemental activity
— one more thing they have to do each day.
Working together with strong administrative
support, families, schools, and communities can
find effective ways to integrate the most promising
strategies into their daily routines so that they
mesh with other school improvement initiatives.
In this way, family involvement can be viewed by
both parents and educators as a valuable and
necessary part of what is done each day to help
encourage all children to learn.

1.    Family members are equal partners in a child’s education and know their child best.

2.    Schools “need families to help them help our children” (Huff, 1999). Efforts must be made to develop
       “trusting and respectful relationships” and to share power with families (Henderson & Mapp, 2002, p. 8).

3.    The home environment is the “primary educational environment” (Mental Health in Schools Training
       and Technical Assistance Center, 1996).

4.    Schools must respect the diversity of families and their varied needs.

5.    All families care about their children and, “regardless of their income, education, or cultural
       background, are involved in their children’s learning and want their children to do well”
       (Henderson & Mapp, 2002, p. 8).

6.    Family involvement remains important through all the years of a child’s education.

7.    Family involvement takes many forms and may not require a family’s physical presence at school.

8.    Families, schools, and communities are closely interconnected, and the responsibility for children’s
       educational development is a shared one.

9.    Educators and parents each have strengths and weaknesses.

10.  School leaders and staff need support/training to encourage family involvement.

11.  “One size does not fit all” when developing school-family partnerships.

12.  “Change takes time,” and building a successful partnership requires “continued effort over time”
       (Funkhouser & Gonzales, 1997).

Guiding Principles

This sourcebook is based on these 12 “guiding principles” for family involvement in education:

Getting Started

The many practices in this sourcebook are intended to serve as jumping-off places for schools that are at different
stages in building effective family involvement programs. While some of the strategies included here require
significant resources, others may be adopted with a minimal outlay of resources. What works in one district may not
work in another; all schools, with the input of families and community members, must decide which practices to
adopt — or adapt — to meet their particular needs.



Building a strong, caring community takes time and commitment. Everyone must be included, valued, and
respected — even when people disagree. Yet bound by a common purpose — the creation of a community
home for all children — people working together can make a difference. (Dodd & Konzal, 2002, p. 283)

The first step in getting started is to reach out to families and share the research-based outcomes that document the
benefits of family involvement in children’s education. This information should be accompanied by the message that
schools need families to help in the educating of all children, that parent voices are valued in the school, and that
families can be involved in the education of their children in many ways (Huff, 1999). This information will be most
effective if communicated at the start of the school year (see First Day of School activities, for example, on p. 93) and
reinforced throughout the school year through a variety of reminders in newsletters, family fact sheets, school calendars,
web site messages, phone messages, workshop sessions, etc., to reach families in as many ways as possible.

Schools should involve family and community members in all phases of the planning, implementation, and evaluation
of family involvement strategies. A variety of self-assessment instruments are available that can be used to evaluate a
school’s current family involvement practices and help guide the planning of strategies to build on the program.
These are listed in the Evaluation section of this document.  Data generated by this assessment phase need to be
analyzed to determine the current status of family involvement in the school or district and the most appropriate next
steps to take. Educators, family members, and community representatives should also consider how any proposed family
involvement strategies relate with other ongoing school initiatives to ensure that these initiatives complement one another.

Epstein (2001) recommends a team approach to developing effective school-family-community partnerships,
including the following steps:

1.  Create an action team with diverse membership
An action team with diverse membership, including school, community, and family members, ensures
that various needs and interests are represented.  This team takes responsibility for planning,
implementing, coordinating, and overseeing action; monitoring progress; solving problems; presenting
reports; and designing new directions for building positive connections with families and communities.
The team works with other educators, family members, and community organizations to carry out its
responsibilities.

2.  Obtain funds and other support
The action team will need a modest budget, sufficient time, and social support to do its work.
Federal, state, and local sources can be explored to support family involvement programs and the
staff needed to coordinate selected activities.

3.  Identify starting points
The action team needs to determine starting points for improving family involvement. This may be
accomplished through informal means (focus group sessions, telephone interviews, etc.) or more
formal questionnaires that solicit ideas from teachers, administrators, family members, and students.
Regardless of the methodology used, the information gathered should indicate the school’s present
strengths, needed changes, expectations, sense of community, and links to goals.



Some of the questions the action team must ask, in order to develop and strengthen its partnership programs from
year to year, include:

4.  Develop a three-year outline and one-year action plan
Based upon the ideas gathered from the identification of starting points, the action team can
develop a long-term, three-year plan that includes specific steps to reach the vision of where the school
wants to be in three years with its school-family-community involvement program. Additionally, a
detailed one-year action plan should outline the first year’s work, including specific activities to be
implemented, improved, or maintained; a timeline of monthly actions; identification of individuals
responsible for and assisting with activities; indicators of how the success of the activities will be
evaluated, and other important details. The three-year outline and one-year plan should be shared
with educators, families, students, and the community.

5.  Continue planning and working
Each year the action team updates the three-year outline and develops a new one-year action plan.
The team also needs to keep educators, families, students, and the community “aware of annual
progress, new plans, and how they can help.” (pp. 416-20, 577)

•  What are the school’s present school-family-community practices?
    What do individual teachers do and what does the school do
    to involve families and communities?

•  What are the school’s goals for improving
    student success?

•  How do we envision the school’s program
    of school-family-community involvement
    three years from now?

•  What current practices should be
    maintained or improved?

•  What new practices should be added to
    increase involvement, reach more families,
    and reach student and school goals?

•  How is the school progressing?
    What indicators will be used to measure
    quality of partnership and progress toward
    goals? How should activities be evaluated
    to determine their effectiveness?

•  How will assessments and evaluations be
    used to help develop the next one-year
    action plan?
    (Epstein, 2001, p. 579)



Family Involvement Strategies

This guidebook includes more than 80 promising practices that have been implemented effectively by schools
to encourage family involvement in education. These practices have been organized into the following eight
“cluster strategies,” each of which is described more fully in corresponding sections of this sourcebook:

Strategy 1:  Creating a family-friendly school environment

___ Host family-friendly social events
___ Develop a family-school-community partnership policy
___ Establish policies that recognize the variety of parenting traditions and practices within the school community
___ Create an “open-door” policy and a responsive climate for parents
___ Provide translations of printed materials in all languages spoken in the school and/or hire minority language teachers
___ Provide interpreters for all languages spoken in the school
___ Provide flexible options for routine tasks that accommodate family needs
___ Consider varied family needs when scheduling events
___ Coordinate school tours and orientations for new families
___ Offer child care, transportation, and refreshments to encourage family involvement
___ Foster “total teacher commitment” to family involvement among school faculty
___ Maintain a parent-friendly office
___ Hire a family coordinator/liaison
___ Post welcome signs in all languages spoken in the school
___ Post user-friendly school maps
___ Reserve parking places for family visitors
___ Create classroom/school environments that reflect the school’s diversity
___ Maintain a welcoming bulletin board
___ Create a welcoming booklet and/or videotape for new families
___ Link new families with mentors
___ Adopt “father-friendly” practices

Strategy 2: Building a support infrastructure

___ Create a family center
___ Hire a family coordinator/liaison
___ Provide administrative support for family involvement activities
___ Devote staff time to family involvement activities
___ Commit resources to family involvement activities

Strategy 3: Encouraging family involvement

___ Hire a family coordinator/liaison to coordinate volunteer program
___ Take an inventory of family involvement
___ Involve parents in planning, implementing, and evaluating family involvement activities



___ Survey family and community members for prospective volunteers
___ Identify barriers to family involvement in your school
___ Acknowledge the many different ways families can be involved
___ Create culturally appropriate volunteer opportunities
___ Host an orientation program to prepare volunteers
___ Help volunteers feel welcome
___ Show appreciation for volunteers
___ Invite family involvement with a family-friendly letter
___ Host a “You Can Make a Difference” orientation to volunteer activities
___ Match volunteers with meaningful activities
___ Announce volunteer opportunities throughout the school year
___ Develop a screening process for potential volunteers
___ Provide volunteer information packets
___ Develop a volunteer database and directory
___ Encourage local businesses to support family involvement
___ Establish a process for evaluating the volunteer system
___ Involve parents in decision-making roles

Strategy 4: Developing family-friendly communication

___ Host neighborhood meetings
___ Organize neighborhood walks
___ Hold family focus groups
___ Make home visits
___ Host informal principal meetings
___ Make positive “warm” telephone calls
___ Exchange home/school communication
___ Host conferences
___ Communicate via newsletters
___ Use a variety of technology tools
___ Make audiotapes of written materials for families with emerging literacy
___ Translate all written information into families’ native languages
___ Develop a process for resolving family concerns

Strategy 5: Supporting family involvement on the homefront

___ Develop programs that involve homefront activities
___ Provide guidance on developmentally appropriate practices
___ Provide guidance on student learning
___ Involve parents in action research projects
___ Involve parents in behavioral assessments
___ Provide homework assistance



Strategy 6: Supporting educational opportunities for families

___ Conduct assessments of educational needs
of families

___ Involve diverse parent and community members
in planning

___ Make home visits
___ Offer parent workshops
___ Offer opportunities for parents and children

to learn together
___ Offer opportunities for parents to develop

leadership skills
___ Organize family support groups
___ Develop teen parenting programs

Strategy 7: Creating family-school-community
       partnerships

___ Bring together families, schools, and community
organizations for mutual benefit

___ Develop comprehensive, wraparound services
for families

___ Develop schools as community learning centers
___ Develop full-service schools
___ Cultivate school-business partnerships

Strategy 8: Preparing educators to work with families

___ Provide ongoing professional development in family involvement
___ Provide opportunities for staff, families, and community members to learn together
___ Imbed family involvement in preservice education programs
___ Include family involvement in educational policy
___ Make encouraging family involvement an expectation of new faculty and staff members
___ Include parents as teachers and faculty members
___ Include parental perspectives in planning and implementing professional development opportunities



Matrix of Activities
This cross-topical matrix may be used as a guide for locating information on specific topics related to family involvement within the eight “cluster strategies.”
For instance, the matrix indicates that information on family involvement for students with disabilities is located in each of the eight cluster strategies; information on
home-based strategies may be found in Strategies 4, 5, and 6.


